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invitation for anyone to join in for a moment of mingling. 


Ejrica had been silent for unusually long, simply staring at her 
half empty cup of tea while deep in thought. Dani turned for the 
exotic lady and poured her a refill. 


“How ‘bout you, Ejrica, do you like the tea?” 
“It is quite delicious, thank you.” 


The pair locked eyes and shared a moment of subdued smiles, 
ending with Ejrica turning her gaze away shyly. 


Dani leaned across the table and reached for Reiram - more 
specifically for the hat resting on his face. Even with the 
Capital’s traditions of mingling over a pot of tea, Reiram had 
held up his usual secluded demeanor. Just as Dani’s hand 
brushed against the brim of Reiram’s hat, the man growled 
from underneath. 


“Touch my hat and your body will never be found...” 


It was uncanny how Reiram was able to deliver a death threat 
with such a deadpan manner as he did. 


“Oh good, you’re awake. It’s hard to tell sometimes, hehe! I was 
just meaning to ask where you wanted to search next. We’ve 
scouted most of the westside already. I mean, there are way 
more hotels over on the east end, just saying.” 


“No! I refuse!! I will not set foot into that sanity-forsaken den of 
pastel colors and artificial sunshine!” 


Miste butted in with curiosity. 
“What is at the eastside exactly?” 
“Lemme tell ya, Mystic-M, it’s awesome! You see-” 


“It’s horrible! The entire eastside of Sector #7 is an infinite sea 
of cabarets, casinos, amusement parks, and... karaoke bars... If 
you think Sector #7 is lively and crowded as is, then eastside is 
even more dense version of it. It’s nothing but endless color, and 
noise, and people everywhere, all day, all night. Simply thinking 
about it makes me want to puke.” 


“What a surprise, Rei-Rei gets cranky by the mere mention of 
fun.” 


“Too much fun and I might end up as a numbskull like a certain 
younger colleague of mine. I’m simply trying to hold on to what 
little sanity I’m still left with.” 


“Heh, no need to get worked up, Rei-Rei, I’m just messing with 
ya! Eastside can be fun, no doubt, but I too prefer a bit of 
tranquility when I sleep. We’ll find someplace to stay in, no 
worries—” 


“Whoaah!! Look out folks!” 


With his back turned towards the boulevard, Dani had no time 
to react to the incoming danger before it was too late. 


A hefty sack of flour thumped on Dani’s head, ripping open and 
spreading its powdery contents all over the boy. A lungful of the 
stuff left Dani hacking for air. 


“Graah... hagh... gah... wha... what the... pftff...?” 


The way that Dani got suddenly painted over with chalky white, 
with a large pile of flour rising from his head like a cone of 
snow, was undeniably amusing. Ejrica turned away from the 
table while covering her mouth to hold back her titters. Miste 
burst out laughing so hard that she accidentally sprayed some 
of her tea through her nose. Zeriah leaned his face against his 
hand while sniggering past his palm. 


“Haha! Hey, Dani, you seem to have a slight dandruff-problem. 
Ican recommend a good soap for that.” 


“Oh, hardy-har, very funny!” 


Everybody at the terrace nudged decidedly away from Dani as 
he began swatting himself clean of flour. A violent sneeze 
exploded from within the cloud of white dust. 


“Bah... dude... not cool...” 


The same burly man whom Miste had noticed earlier dropped 
the rest of his flour sacks and leapt over the terrace’s railing. He 
began helping Dani wipe himself clean. 


“Are you alright?! I’m so sorry! I should’ve been more careful. 
Sorry, sorry, sorry...” 


Dani slapped the man’s hands aside. 
“Chill man! I’m fine.” 


One of the waitresses of the café arrived at the scene and 
handed Dani a wet cloth to wipe himself clean properly. As 
suddenly as the commotion had risen, the mood of the terrace 
café fell tranquil just as swiftly. 


The burly man bowed at the group of Adventurers, deep enough 
that he almost slammed his forehead against the ground. 


“Please forgive me, it was not my intention to cause trouble.” 


Despite the man’s rugged exterior, his voice betrayed him as 
rather young, most likely in his early thirties. His frame and 
posture were like those of a professional athlete, yet his soft 
eyes and gently curving cheekbones radiated earnest warmth — 
a gentle giant. The feel that Miste got from the man immediately 
brought up memories of Roger Jolovia from Powderberg. Only 
positive memories, mind you. 


Once Dani was done wiping himself, his attire was still filled 
with white stripes all over. 


“No use fretting over little things. It’s all fine. Sorry ‘bout your 
merchandise, though.” 


“Well, it is as you said, no use fretting over something so small. 
I still have plenty left.” 


The burly man jumped over the terrace’s railing and back on 
the boulevard. He snatched his remaining cargo to rest over his 
arms and turned to leave. 


“Once again, sorry for troubling you folks. Have a good one.” 


There was still a dangerously high and wobbly stack of flour 
sacks left. Before the man could get far, Miste hollered after him. 


“Are you sure you don’t need any help with that?” 
“Oh, no need to worry over me, Miss...” 

“Miste! Miste Gauntlett.” 

“,..Miss Gauntlett. Pl be fine, thank you.” 

“How far do you have to go?” 


“Ah...! Well... it’s... quite a ways actually... ’m heading to Sector 
#3.” 


Dani flipped to sit backwards in his chair and shot a disbelieving 
look at the man. 


“Say what?! Yow’re going on foot? With all that stuff? There are 
easier ways to get exercise, y know!” 


“Haha, I am aware of that. It’s not that bad to be honest. My 
place resides close to the elevators.” 


“Yeah, but this place here sure doesn’t!” 


Dani and Miste turned for each other, with a common idea 
sparking in their eyes. 


“Mystic-M, we could...!” 
“We totally should...!” 


Reiram reached over the table and gave both youngsters a sharp 
smack on the head. 


“What you two ought to do right now is gear up, if either of you 
wishes to sleep with a roof over your head.” 


“Yeah, yeah... I know...” 


“Chillax Rei-Rei, there are still plenty of inns we haven’t checked 
yet. One of them must have open rooms left.” 


The man with hefty cargo pricked up his ears. 


“Wait, are you folks looking for a place to stay? Funny thing, it 
just so happens that my place has plenty of room to spare, if 
you're interested.” 


For the group of Adventurers, their first day in Magna Crux was 
shaping up to be one of happy coincidences. 


Miste jumped over to the boulevard and grabbed a pair of flour 
sacks from the burly man. 


“Awesome! We’re totally interested! Right, guys?” 


“Hey, a place to stay is a place to stay, I’m cool with that! Big-Z? 
Ejrica?” 


“Pm fine with whatever.” 
“T certainly have no objections.” 
Reiram spent a moment eyeing at the burly man. 


“Sector #3, huh...? Should be nice and calm there, and it’s close 
to the Guild as well.” 


“Then it’s decided! Thanks so much, mister!” 


Everyone in the group took part in easing the man’s workload. 


“Hahaa! Well, this here ended up quite nicely, I must say! And 
no need to worry over payments or such, the pleasure is all 
mine. It’s the least I can offer in exchange for all the hubbub I 
caused. The name’s Egon — Egon Talmond.” 


VERSE #32: SWEET WHITES CAFE & BAKERY 


Traveling from one sector of Magna Crux to another was like 
being transported to some faraway realm in a blink of an eye. 
The noise and commotion of Sector #7 was firmly in the past, 
remaining approximately a kilometer below the group of 
Adventurers. 


As the door of the elevator opened to reveal Sector #3, the sharp 
contrast in architecture, mood and feel between the Capital’s 
different areas hit Miste as shocking. It was truly like arriving 
to an entirely different city. 


From the towering center of the Capital, a sole grand boulevard 
shot through the entirety of Sector #3, curving just slightly so 
that the two ends were hidden from one another. Along the 
main street, hundreds upon hundreds of side streets dotted the 
path — winding, looping, splitting and merging, coming together 
as a labyrinth of finely carved stone that extended across the 
sector. The intricate adornments on the sides of the buildings, 
the beautiful archways, the nooks and crannies between each 
alleyway and side street, filled with parks, gardens and serene 
terraces, all of it left the impression that every single inch of the 
sector had been handcrafted with love, care, and purpose. 
Sector #3 was first and foremost a city-wide sculpture, a 
romantic painting come to life, and a town second. 


Soothing, a perfect singular word to describe the ambiance of 
Sector #3. Even at the busiest point of afternoon there were 
scarce few people pacing about, a far cry from the asphyxiating 
feel of the commercial district of Sector #7. After hours of 
zigzagging inside an endless sea of people, a bit of personal 
space felt like a vacation. 


As the group passed by a tiny park at a street corner, growing 
with maple and orange tulip, Miste hear a bird singing from its 
treetop nest. Even amidst its high grandeur, Sector #3 also held 
much of the simple hominess of a rural town such as Akrelion. 


Egon’s home was only a brief stroll away from the elevators; 
third alley to the left from the main street, then two blocks 
down, along a winding road paved with maroon tiles, then left 
once more. Though it was a short walk, the group’s decidedly 
relaxed pace gave them ample time to chat with their new 
friend and enjoy the sights. 


It was hard to believe the string of good luck and happy 
coincidences scattered along the path of the Adventurers. Out 
of all the possible people that the group could’ve crossed paths 
with in the Capital, it ended up being Egon Talmond, husband of 
Samsara Talmond; the lady captain from the Knights of Minerva 
whom the group had worked with back in Powderberg. 
Samsara was apparently yet to return home from her latest 
mission. 


During their brief time alongside Egon, it had come apparent to 
the group that the man had a similarly steely and noble heart as 
his wife. Upon learning that his new friends knew Samsara, 
Egon had announced that they would be welcome to stay at 
their home for as long as they’d wish. Curiously, Egon had no 


questions concerning how or where the group had met 
Samsara, nor how she was doing at the moment. 


“Samsara prefers to keep her work out of our home, and I 
respect that. You folks are her friends, and that is more than 
enough for me.” 


Egon’s warm smile and soft chuckle vouched for his sincerity. 


The Talmond residence was a three-storey building made of 
white stone on a narrow street leading towards a teensy market 
plaza. The entirety of the front wall was ensnared by a growth 
of vines blooming with tiny red flowers. Behind the flora, a keen 
eye could make out a discolored patch of wall, a place where 
there used to be a sign of some sort. Now, there was a simple 
stand next to the front door, touting Sweet Whites Café & Bakery 
to be open for business. A note on the door promised that the 
manager of the place would be Back in no time. 


“Here we are, folks! It ain’t too fancy, but I hope you like your 
stay.” 


As Egon pushed the door open, with the doorbell ringing out a 
welcoming chime, a rush of warm nostalgia instantly washed 
over Miste. The ground floor of the house was dedicated for the 
bakery-café as advertised outside. The inner décor consisted of 
warm and natural colors, soft browns and melting orange, with 
a touch of creamy-white lace in table cloths to give the room an 
elegant and fresh feeling. The walls were covered in rows upon 
rows of tall baskets, filled to the brink of bursting with 
beautifully baked bread in all kinds of shapes and sizes, flavors 
and grains. A sizable vitrine stood at the back end of the room 
and next to the counter, displaying a selection of handcrafted 
bonbons in giftwrapped boxes. The scent of heated oven and 


honied dough wafted in the air, no doubt permanently 
imprinted on the walls. 


Although Egon’s bakery was far more polished and 
sophisticated in its sensibilities, to Miste, there was a sense of 
the exact same love and sweetness that characterized 
Berryjam’s Bakery back in Akrelion. Miste felt like she was 
instantly at home. She began dreaming of a chance to taste 
Egon’s version of her all-time favorite treat — apple tarts. 


“Thanks a ton for the help! You guys made the trek a whole lot 
more manageable. Just leave the sacks over there at the 
counter.” 


With the collective thumping of about twenty sacks of flour 
against the floor, the group of Adventurers couldn’t help but 
wonder how Egon normally managed to carry such a load all by 
himself. His mighty physique was certainly not just for show. 


Egon seated the group at the table nearest to the counter. 


“You folks just unwind a while, and have some tea if you haven’t 
had your fill yet. I got a fresh batch of cookies from this morning 
that are in dire need of tasting — hope you like white chocolate.” 


Egon disappeared into a narrow hallway behind the counter 
and returned a second later with a plate of cookies. The wall 
next to the counter housed a large tea-brewer unit, from which 
Egon poured a pot-full of chesterberry tea for the group. 


As soon as the cookies and tea were firmly on the table, Egon 
proceeded to haul the flour sacks down the hallway and into the 
kitchen. A chuckling holler echoed from the hallway. 


“Pm not hearing any munching! Go on, they ain’t for eating with 
your eyes, y’know. Dig in!” 


In one word, the cookies were amazing. The way the dough 
melted down with only a soft nibble, spreading a creamy 
smooch to caress one’s taste buds with a touch of nut and white 
chocolate was simply exquisite. Egon certainly knew his stuff. 
Moreover, the chesterberry tea was a perfect companion for the 
cookies. 


As soon as Egon was done with his task, the man of the house 
took a seat among his guests. 


“Whew! There, all done. Now all that’s left is to kick back for a 
while and enjoy, hahaa! So, how are the cookies?” 


Miste was eager to shower praise on Egon, even with her mouth 
currently filled with cookies and tea. As one could guess, the girl 
ended up nearly choking on her treats. 


“Fhey fah linhy huudth!!” 

Zeriah translated Miste’s mumbling. 

“What Miste is trying to say is that they are delicious.” 
Dani leaned for the plate of cookies to grab another treat. 
“Soooooo good... Can we stay forever...?” 


“Hahah, well gee, thank you all! I’m glad they came out fine, 
wouldn’t want to serve trash to the folks, now would we, haha!” 


Egon poured himself a cup of tea. The baker dipped his cookie 
in his drink before having a taste. 


“Oh, yes... quite right... hmm... Maybe just a tad more butter for 
the next batch...” 


The man leaned back in his chair and flashed a satisfied smile 
at his group of guests. 


“This is nice. It’s been a while since the last time I’ve had a cup 
of tea with someone like this. Don’t you think the brew simply 
tastes better with other people around - like the tealeaves 
themselves know that they ought to make a moment amongst 
friends special?” 


Miste managed to fight down the cookie stuck in her throat. 


“I agree, one hundred percent! I think there’s nothing in life that 
can’t be amplified by having someone to enjoy it with you!” 


Miste’s eyes instinctively sought out Zeriah’s gaze. The boy 
nodded back at her with a soft smirk. 


Egon threw a warm grin at the young couple. 
“Great, so it ain’t just me!” 


The man gave his numbed-out shoulders a stretch with audible 
crunching. 


“Your rooms will be on the third floor. They’ve been out of use 
for a good while, but the sheets and such are all brand spanking 
new, so it should be fine — mind the dust. This place used to be 
a hotel back in the day, you see. I inherited the place from my 
old man about seventeen years ago. The whole hostel thing 
never really grabbed me, so I decided to renovate the place into 
a bakery, after all, the kitchen was already nice and robust. All 
it took was a dash of paint, and ta-dah!” 


“T think it looks wonderful, real homey. Thanks for having us 
like this, Egon.” 


“Think nothing of it, anything for Samsara’s friends. I’m just 
glad I’m able to do this much. It’s quite exciting to have the 
house full of Adventurers of all people. Don’t get me wrong, I’m 


not trying to bloat your egos or anything, but I think you folks 
are doing some real good in the world.” 


As he spoke, Egon’s gaze gravitated towards Reiram. 
“You said your name was Reiram, right?” 
“Yes.” 


“T have the oddest feeling like I’ve heard that name somewhere? 
Where do I know you from?” 


“Sorry, I can’t help you. As far as I know, we’ve never met 
before.” 


“Huh... Well, alright then, guess I remember it wrong.” 
Just then, the doorbell’s chime echoed through the bakery. 


The new arrival was a young boy with distinctly sharp features 
and a jagged hairdo. He was wearing a formal-looking suit, with 
a schoolbag drooping over his shoulder — fashion choices that 
were clearly not his own. The youngster’s expressionless gaze 
drifted along the floor as he strolled through the bakery, right 
past the group sitting near the counter, and towards the 
staircase in the corner of the room. 


“How was school, Izak?” 


Egon’s voice reached the boy just as he climbed the first step. 
With a disinterested glance at the table, Egon in particular, the 
boy threw his answer with a dry laugh. 


“It was school, dad. It simply was.” 


The boy yanked his necktie loose and continued his climb 
upstairs. 


“Well, come on and say hello. There are some people Pd like you 
to meet.” 


With drooping steps and a wide roll of his eyes, the boy paced 
back down the stairs. 


Egon stood up to meet the boy and dropped his hand over the 
little one’s shoulder. 


“Everyone, this bundle of joy here is my son, Izak. Don’t let his 
frowny demeanor put you off, he gets that from his mother, in 
reality he’s a sweet kid.” 


“Ugh... Real smooth, dad... awesome...” 


“Izak, these folks here are Miste, Zeriah, Dani, Reiram, and Miss 
Ejrica Nekaro. They'll be staying with us for a while.” 


“Renting the dust-chambers upstairs for extra moolah, are ya? 
Is your baking business going under or something?” 


“Ha-ha... aren’t you the little comedian... They are friends of 
your mother and need a place to stay for a while. Reiram and 
Dani here are Adventurers, and Miste, Zeriah and Miss Nekaro 
have traveled far to take part in this year’s trial.” 


Izak’s eyes lit up ever so slightly upon hearing his mother 
getting mentioned. The boy walked up to the table and gave the 
group a thin smile with a nod. 


“Howdy... and stuff... cool to have ya.” 
The group’s responses muddled together into a big clumpy hello. 


“Don’t let dad pin you guys as guinea pigs for his more 
outlandish bakings... Trust me, stick to the simple stuff.” 


The youngster snatched a fistful of cookies from the table and 
dashed up the stairs. 


Egon threw a sighing bark in his son’s wake. 


“Just so you know - experimentation is the only path to 
discovery!” 


A series of swishing sounds resounded from the upper floor, 
like a whirlwind raging indoors. Izak appeared back down the 
stairs a moment later. His formal wear had switched for a 
casual jacket and jeans - undoubtedly a more natural fit for the 
youngster. In addition to his new look, he had traded his 
schoolbag for a skateboard. 


“If anybody needs me, Pll be... Well, tell them to wait till I 
return. Laters!” 


After his swift makeover, the air around Izak had adopted a 
sense of unstoppable confidence; the boy dashed for the front 
door and slipped outside just as swiftly. 


Egon managed to holler after his son just before the door 
snapped back shut. 


“Have fun! Dinner will be ready by seven, in case you’re 
interested...” 


As the sound of Izak’s steps drew away from the bakery, Egon 
shook his head with a chuckling sigh. 


“I swear, that boy sure has his own way of doing things.” 
Miste turned for the baker with a peppy smile. 
“He seems like a nice kid.” 


“Hahah, when he’s in the mood for it, then yes. But seriously, a 
father couldn’t ask for a better son. He’s bright, independent, 
and tries to stay out of trouble to the best of his ability. You 
might not guess from the look of him, and he certainly won’t let 
it show, but he’s actually quite studious.” 


Egon paced behind the counter and threw on a brown apron, 
transforming himself to match the bakery’s décor. 


“It’s about time I got to work, this place will soon be filled with 
folks hungry for some sweets and tea.” 


“With cookies this good, I bet there are people coming from all 
over the Capital!” 


“Hahah, nah, mostly regulars, local folk from Sector #3. No 
widespread fame for me, though I dare say that I’ve built quite 
a solid fanbase in these parts.” 


Miste bounced to stand and skipped for the counter. 
“Is there something I can do to help?” 


“Huh?! Oh, no, no, Pl manage just fine. I don’t have a habit of 
putting my guests into work. Thanks for considering though, 
Miste.” 


“Are you sure? If there’s anything at all, Pd really like to help. I 
feel bad just mooching from you like this.” 


“Well, if you honestly feel that way, I guess there’s always work 
to go around.” 


“Awesome! Just don’t let me anywhere near uncooked food, and 
we should be fine.” 


“Right...? Then perhaps you could wait the tables?” 
“Got it! You can count on me.” 


Ejrica rose up with a graceful motion and joined Miste by the 
counter. 


“If you don’t mind, I would like to offer my help as well. It simply 
wouldn’t do to leave your overwhelming hospitality unpaid, Mr. 
Talmond.” 


“Hahaha! Alright, sure, if you gals truly feel like helping out, 
who am I to stop you...” 


Egon aimed a prolonged grin at Ejrica with a chuckle. 


“sorry, I can’t remember the last time a lady has referred to 
me as Mr. Talmond. Makes me feel like some kind of bigshot.” 


“I apologize for any flusterment I may have caused. I am simply 
upholding the customs of my people, I certainly mean no 
offence.” 


“It’s okay, I have taken none of the sort. I think it’s important for 
all of us to remember where we come from. I can only hope 
you'll one day honor me with first name basis, Miss Nekaro.” 


Ejrica’s lips curved into a sly smile. 


“It is my firm intention. You see, Serestrian customs dictate that 
peoples’ hearts come bound together when facing a common 
obstacle, or task, if you will. Put simply: by working with you, 
we become siblings in arms. Your wife and I already fought 
against a common threat in Powderberg, different fronts 
though it may have been. I very much wish to add you to my 
circle of siblings as well, Mr. Talmond.” 


The exotic lady bowed deep at the baker. The man answered the 
gesture with an upbeat nod. 


“Man, you Serestrian folk are something else entirely. I read ya 
loud and clear, let’s get to that bonding right away, shall we.” 


“Let’s indeed!” 


Somehow, Ejrica’s words made Miste feel all warm and giddy 
inside. When it came to unity amongst people, Serestrian 
philosophy wasn’t that far off from the way that Miste had 
always imagined Hex Nova to be. To Miste, the Guild of 


Adventurers represented a life of freedom, and a chance for 
people to come together to work towards common goals. 


You'll make a super awesome Adventurer, Ejrica! The Guild will 
be tenfold stronger by having you! 


Dani took after the girls and sprung up from his seat, though not 
before stuffing his face with a few more cookies. 


“If Ejrica and Mystic-M got things covered here, we could go 
check our new digs in the meantime. How ‘bout it, Big-Z?” 


“Why not, sounds mildly interesting.” 
“Well, aren’t you full of unrestrained zeal...” 


“It’s just sleeping quarters, Dani, how much can there be to 
see?” 


The boys climbed to the upper floors as a single unit. 


Left to sit alone, Reiram excused himself from the table and 
started after the boys. 


“Thanks for the hospitality. Pll go make sure those two dunces 
don’t cause too much damage.” 


Egon led Miste and Ejrica to the backroom beyond the counter. 


“Now then, before we do anything else, let’s get you ladies 
dressed for the occasion.” 


A muffled voice resounded from the third floor and into the 
bakery. 


“Holy crap! These rooms are huge! My room back home isn’t 
this big!” 


“Woohoo! The beds are like trampolines!” 


“Get the hell down from there, you idiot!” 


“T ain’t kidding, it’s super bouncy! Try it, Rei-Rei!” 
“That’s not the point!!!” 
K k k 
“Uhm... Am I wearing this right...?” 
“You look great, Ejrica!” 


“R-Really? I just... it’s kinda embarrassing... I mean... Pve never 
worn a dress like this before...” 


“Neither have I, but it’s real cute though!” 


“Both of you girls look mighty lovely. ’ve had these outfits just 
collecting dust since forever. Good to see them finally get some 
use.” 


“So... who were these for originally?” 
“Oh, no one in particular. A man can dream though, right?” 
“Uh... yeah... sure...” 


The uniforms that Egon had provided for Miste and Ejrica 
matched the bakery’s feel quite nicely. Soft orange, chocolate 
brown and creamy white, a striking cut, a bit of fine lace, with 
a cute and flowing skirt — the outfit was tailored to bring out the 
feminine charms of its carrier. Their new look had transformed 
the two ladies into a seamless part of the décor. 


“Are you sure about this, Miste? I feel rather ludicrous wearing 
this...” 


“Come on, don’t resign right off the bat! Give it a little time, you 
might end up liking it.” 


“If you Say So...” 


Zeriah and Dani were sitting back at the table and waiting for 
the girls as they returned to the counter from their venture in 
the backroom. Miste took Ejrica by the hand and led the duo 
into striking a pose. 

“Ta-dah! So, what do you guys think?” 

Zeriah’s face twitched into an adoring smile. 

“Whow... Miste... you look real pretty.” 

“Hihi, thanks Zeri!” 


Miste felt Ejrica’s hand squeezing against her palm. The exotic 
lady took a firm bite of her lip while her gaze darted around the 
room, evading the keen eyeing from Dani. As the boy’s ogling 
went on for a prolonged while in silence, Ejrica took a discreet 
peek at him. 


“D-—Don’t just stare! Say something.” 
“I think it’s—” 
“Yes, I know, I must look absolutely ridiculous.” 


“No, that’s not it at all. I think you look nice in a dress. The color 
brings out your eyes.” 


The squeeze of Ejrica’s hand intensified around Miste’s. Her 
subdued flusterment never ceased to make Miste grin. Ejrica 
was the absolute worst at taking compliments. 


“Th-Thank you, Dani...” 


Miste brought the duo’s hands towards the ceiling in a 
triumphant howl. 


“Wooh! Test run for the new look: Done! Results: A Smashing 
Success!” 


Egon clasped his hands together in applause. 
“Hahah, the customers are sure in for a rare treat today!” 


Miste took a quick peer across the room in search for the 
missing person of the group. 


“Where’s Reiram? Wasn’t he with you guys?” 
“He stayed upstairs to catch a few winks.” 


“The allure of those nice ‘n’ comfy beds must have caught Rei- 
Rei by surprise. The moment he laid down, his lights went out 
just like that.” 


“I guess he couldn’t get much sleep back on the riverboat.” 
“Poor thing...” 


“You know how it can get with old friends; Rei-Rei and Mr. 
Koipany likely stayed up all night drinking and reminiscing the 
past.” 


“I don’t exactly see Reiram as the reminiscing type...” 


“Or maybe he just stayed up all night to guard over everyone 
else’s sleep. He’s really an ol’ softie like that.” 


A muffled grumble sounded through the ceiling. 
“I heard that!!!” 


x OOK OK 


As expected from an establishment residing at a tranquil nook 
of a serene part of a peaceful sector, Sweet Whites Café & Bakery 
was void and empty of customers for a large part of the day. The 
one truly busy time for the bakery came at late afternoons, as 
the local folks returned home from their own hard days at work. 


For many, a cup of tea and a slice of sweet and fluffy cake at the 
end of the day was just the thing for unwinding. 


During the afternoon rush, Miste and Ejrica’s job was to greet 
the customers and carry treats to the tables, leaving Egon’s 
hands free to prepare the orders. The surprise presence of a pair 
of dashing young ladies garnered a hefty amount of praise from 
the regulars. 


“My, my, the service has certainly received an upgrade since 
yesterday.” 


“Finally decided to hire some help, eh Egon? ‘Bout time!” 


“Truly fetching young ladies.” 


“Ooh, what an exotic beauty.” 


“Such sweet girls. The tea and cookies are lovely as ever, thank 
you dears.” 


The flow of customers was constant for nearly two hours, then 
suddenly stopped. The calming of business came in sync with 
the setting of the sun. Amber light flooded the streets of Sector 
#3, washing through the bakery’s window to fill the room with 
beams of calming gold. 


“Whew, that’s pretty much it for the day. Lemme tell you, a 
couple of extra hands makes this way more manageable. Thank 
you for the assist, Miste. And... Ejrica?” 


Ejrica smiled at Egon and bowed with added gusto. 


“Thank you for the opportunity, it was rather interesting 
experience to say the least, Egon.” 


Miste jumped at Ejrica and caught her inside a twirling 
embrace. 


“YES! We totally rocked people’s socks off! Did you see, Ejrica, I 
didn’t even drop a single plate! Go me!” 


“That’s... unm... really great, Miste... You should be proud.” 


“Hihi... Sorry, I just sorta have a mild case of kitchen-related 
PTSD...” 


x k k 
At the end of the day, Ejrica offered to help Egon prepare the 
supper, leaving Miste in charge of the cleanup. 


After carrying out the trash over to a nearby alley, Miste took a 
moment for a breather before heading back inside the bakery. 


She turned to admire the rivers of amber that blazed above the 
Capital’s rooftops. 


Although Miste knew that the skies above Magna Crux were the 
same as everywhere else in the world — the very same she’d 
spent her whole life gazing at while dreaming wide awake - 
today, something felt different. The colors of sunset were way 
more intense, and the odd few clouds drifting by were the 
fluffiest she’d ever seen. 


With each moment she spent in the Capital, and with each 
passing second that brought her closer to realizing her lifelong 
dream, Miste felt her heart beating ever more merrily. 


The bakery’s doorbell chimed softly upon Miste’s return, 
welcoming her back home. The doorbell had such a simple 
sound, yet one that never failed to fill Miste’s heart with joyous 
feelings. The rush she got from it was nearly addictive. The 
bakery held an innate sense of comfort, it was home to some 
wonderful people, and for now, Miste had the privilege to call it 
her home as well. The place, the people around her, and the 
time she lived right now - she wouldn’t have changed even the 
slightest thing. 


Not long after Miste’s entry, the doorbell rang out once again 
behind her. Acting on instinct, she turned around and threw a 
wide smile towards the entrance. 


“Welcome! How can I be of service...? Ah!” 


The woman standing in the doorway stared at Miste with 
dumbfounded expression. The surprise was mutual between 
them both. 


With her blazing-red military coat fluttering in the wake of her 
strut, Samsara Talmond entered the bakery. The lady knight 


walked up to Miste and kept staring at the girl with disbelief. 
Samsara’s naturally stern stance and steely stare were enough 
to make Miste stiffen in place, for reasons she herself didn’t 
fully understand. 


“Miste?” 
“Y—Yeah... it’s me.” 
Samsara gave her eyes a weary rub. 


“Sorry, don’t mind me... I was just trying to assess how tired I 
am exactly... For a second there I thought I was seeing 
phantoms.” 


“No worries, I’m the real deal!” 

“Yes, there is certainly only one you.” 

The lady knight flashed a thin smile at Miste. 
“This is a nice surprise, how have you been?” 
“I have been... busy?” 


“Haha, I can see that. I know that when it comes to you I really 
shouldn’t be that surprised to find you at unexpected places at 
unexpected times, but what exactly are you doing here?” 


Miste gave Samsara an abridged version of the group’s time in 
Magna Crux thus far, about how they’d met Egon and about his 
generosity towards the group. 


“Your husband has been real kind to us. I hope we aren’t being 
a bother to you, Samsara.” 


“Perish the thought. It’s a happy coincidence if anything. And 
from the looks of it, I think you’ve already paid back Egon’s 
kindness in full.” 


Samsara seated herself at the table nearest to the bakery’s 
counter. She threw her legs to cross, leaned softly back and 
remained quietly gazing at the direction of the kitchen, waiting 
patiently. 


Soon, Egon arrived at the counter, his head snapping 
immediately to Samsara. A subdued smile rose on both their 
faces as the two locked gazes. 


“I thought I heard the sweet voice of my dearest lil robin.” 


“My, someone has been tasting their own dough... your tongue 
is covered in sugar.” 


“Hmm? You don’t approve?” 


Egon walked up to Samsara with pronounced step. The couple’s 
gazes were firmly glued to one another. Egon kneeled next to 
Samsara and laid his hand on the back of her head. The couple 
shared a short kiss, and remained with their heads pressed 
together. 


“Welcome home, dear.” 
“I’m happy to finally be home...” 


From the softness in both their voices, and the slight tremble on 
Samsara’s lips, Miste could sense a lot of held-back passion, 
tucked away for the sake of courtesy. Miste had seen glimpses 
of Samsara’s softer side in the past, but the way the lady looked 
at Egon while the couple held each other close was something 
else entirely. Warmth like this was bound to lift a smile on 
Miste’s face. 


Egon... Samsara... Pm so happy for you guys. 


Samsara broke the couple’s embrace and straightened her 
posture. 


“Where’s Izak?” 
“He went out.” 
“T see...” 


Samsara let out a silent sigh. The dryness in her retort spoke 
volumes of her state, like she was tired in more ways than one. 


Egon gave his wife a comforting rub on the shoulder with a 
smile. 


“Do you want some tea?” 
“That would be wonderful, thank you.” 


Just when Egon managed to place a cup of tea along a serving of 
cookies in front of Samsara, Ejrica arrived at the counter from 
the kitchen, as well as did Zeriah and Dani from the upper floor. 
The trio gathered to greet Samsara. 


Zeriah’s eyes gleamed with excitement at the chance to meet the 
honored lady knight once more. He was about to offer his hand 
for the lady, but midway decided to act it cooler and ended up 
rustling his own hair awkwardly. 


“Captain Tal- uh... I mean Samsara, it’s good to see you.” 
Dani slouched to sit next to the lady knight. 


“Hi Sam-Yam! I see you’re having tea and cookies, good choice, 
those have been flying off the shelves the whole day, hehe.” 


Samsara scanned Zeriah and Dani with an approving nod and a 
thin smile. 


“Glad to see you boys are as full of energy as ever.” 


Ejrica gave Samsara a soft bow, made noticeably softer by the 
cute waitress’s dress on her. 


“Hello, and welcome home. It has been a while, I hope you are 
doing well.” 


Samsara’s eyes widened as she got a look at Ejrica’s getup. 
“Thank you, I’m doing fine...” 


A chuckling smile on Samsara’s lips made Ejrica avert her gaze 
in embarrassment. 


“I... ah... I know my outfit is somewhat unusual...” 


“No, no, lm sorry. I’m simply surprised, I never thought you as 
one to wear something so... spiffy. I think the dress suits you, 
quite well actually.” 


Samsara gave Egon a sly glare. 
“Got someone to finally wear these, huh?” 


“Great, ain’t it? Ejrica and Miste both look smashing, the 
customers loved them! Don’t you think they bring a certain 
sense of class to this place?” 


“Agreed, though I hope you aren’t holding any hopes of keeping 
them. Adventurers are sure to have their hands full even 
without tea pots and plates of cake.” 


“I know, I know, it’s just nice to see the dresses get some use. 
You should try it on sometime too, I bet you would look quite 
striking wearing it.” 


Egon and Samsara held a silent staring contest while sharing 
jokey smiles. The lady knight ended the match with a shake of 
her head and took an indulgent sip of her tea. 


“Katanas and dresses don’t go well together.” 


Dani bobbed his head in agreement while beaming a crafty look 
at Zeriah. 


“Sam-Yam is quite right. I for one couldn’t imagine Big-Z for 
example pulling off the whole sword & dress -look...” 


The bakery exploded with laughter as the ridiculous image 
filled everyone’s mind. Even Zeriah snickered at the thought. 


“I don’t know, Dani... that almost sounded like a challenge...?” 


Egon slammed his hand over Zeriah’s shoulder and caught the 
boy in a firm hold. 


“Hahah, for the sake of everyone’s eyes here... and to keep us 
from busting our guts from laughter... it’s best we leave that to 
imagination.” 


Zeriah nodded and dropped his gaze to the floor, a bit 
embarrassed. 


Samsara took another sip of her tea while humming softly. 


“It almost feels like we never left Powderberg... Miste, Zeriah, 
Dani, Ejrica... you haven’t changed a bit.” 


The lady knight’s satisfied beaming was suddenly cut short as 
she noticed Reiram marching down the stairs and into the 
bakery. 


“Hello, little Sammy.” 


Samsara shot an icy glare at the elder Adventurer from behind 
her cup of warm tea. A moment of awkward silence enveloped 
the room. Reiram and Samsara kept eyeing one another from 
afar — the man with a face utterly void of emotion, and the lady 
with bubbling loathing that was held back barely by constant 
swallowing. 


Miste imagined that if Samsara was a cat, she would be in the 
middle of mad hissing right about now. 


Samsara put on the fakest of smiles imaginable and turned for 
Egon. 


“Egon... dear... what is he doing here...?” 

“Hm? Is there a problem? I thought Reiram was your friend.” 
“He... has a strange idea of how friends are supposed to act...” 
Samsara stabbed Reiram with another frosty glare. 


It was regrettable, but time would not always heal old wounds. 
Samsara was Clearly still far from forgiving Reiram for the 
things he’d done in the past. The elder Adventurer had been 
part of Samsara’s unit during the Blood-Border War sixteen 
years ago, and a comrade whom the lady knight had held in 
utmost respect. Yet, midst a decisive battle, Reiram had faked 
his own death, leaving the then-young lady knight to carry the 
grief of losing her friend for over a decade, until the pair was 
united in the town of Baltric close to a month ago. No one could 
blame Samsara for feeling anger over Reiram’s deception, nor 
could anyone expect her to suddenly forgive him. The situation 
was regrettable indeed. 


Egon, who was the only one not in the know about his wife’s 
past with Reiram, was left peering at the two old acquaintances 
with confusion. 


“Hmm... Reiram... Now I’m sure I’ve heard that name before—” 


Samsara got up defiantly, cutting Egon a tad short, and slammed 
her palm against the table. 


“You truly got some nerve, Reiram! Taking advantage of Egon’s 
hospitality, even though you must have known exactly who he 
is, and even though you knew exactly how Pd feel about it! How 


dare you associate yourself with the others like this!? You do not 
deserve Egon’s open arms the same way they do!” 


“Hey, wow, take it easy—” 

“No, I won’t!! I won’t stand his lies soiling our home!” 

The frost in Samsara’s stare seeped to every corner of the room. 
“Well!? Have you nothing to say for yourself!?” 

Reiram kept meeting the lady knight’s stare bravely. 

“I won’t make excuses. I’m sorry, little Sammy.” 

The man paced through the bakery and towards the front door. 


“I appreciate the warm welcome, Egon, but I think it’s best if I 
find some other place to stay.” 


Everyone gave each other concerned looks, unsure what to say. 
A simple plea would be useless to change Samsara’s mind, her 
loathing for Reiram was certainly well-tempered and not easily 
averted. 


Right before Reiram reached the doorway, Egon slipped to block 
his way. The baker had his usual relaxed smile decorating his 
face. 


“Now, now, let’s not get all hasty here. Whatever is going on 
between you two, it can’t be that bad. Why don’t we sit down for 
a sec and talk things through?” 


Reiram returned Egon’s smile with a dismissive shrug. 


“Thanks for sticking up for me, but little Sammy made her 
stance already crystal clear. In all honesty, I was hoping to slip 
away before she’d return to the Capital. That’s the kind of 
person I am.” 


Reiram tried to nudge past Egon, but the baker pressed his palm 
firmly against his chest, once again stopping him on his tracks. 


“Is that so...2 Somehow, I’m having hard time believing that 
whole act; as if you don’t care...” 


Egon reached out to everyone gathered around the table. 


“You guys are all friends, right? Is Reiram really that horrible, 
enough to be worth throwing out?” 


“Well, he can be mean when he feels like it, and is prone to get 
grumpy sometimes, but... He can also be really caring.” 


“He is definitely a pain, but I don’t think anyone would deny 
he’s effective at what he does.” 


“Rei-Rei has never hesitated to take a blow for the team, he’s the 
man, hehe!” 


“We all fought together against a common threat, and Reiram 
has not once turned his back at us.” 


Reiram tugged the brim of his hat to hide his face. 
“Give me a break...” 


Egon wrapped the elder Adventurer forcefully under his arm 
and led him away from the door. 


“Hahah, sounds like the votes are four against one!” 


Egon laid a soft look on his wife. The lady stood stern, still 
glaring at Reiram and seething with disdain. 


“Samsara, lil robin, I don’t know what Reiram has done to you, 
but what I do know is that you two are friends... bad friends 
maybe, but y’know, friends all the same. I already promised that 
everyone could stay for as long as they like, and I’m not the kind 


of man who goes back on his word. Please, would you 
reconsider?” 


The icy steel on Samsara’s face melted a bit under the warmth 
of Egon’s smile. 


“I... it’s just... you don’t understand...” 


Miste gathered her courage to step up and reach out to the lady 
knight. 


“Samsara, if not for Reiram’s sake, then would you do a favor 
for us?” 


“Miste...” 


“Everyone here... ’ve shared so many good times with 
everyone. I don’t... I really don’t want it to end yet... please...” 


It was physically hard for Miste to keep meeting Samsara’s 
intense stare. Luckily though, the lady knight’s look slowly 
softened. 


With a silent sigh, the excess ice and steel in Samsara’s 
expression crumbled away, leaving only the natural stoicism 
she always held. She turned for Reiram and threw her finger at 
him in commanding motion. 


“You won’t be a guest, got that!? You shall pay for every single 
night you spend here!” 


The elder Adventurer flashed a dry smile back at the lady. 
“Fair enough, and your rate will be...?” 
“Two thousand a night.” 


Everyone in the room flinched upon hearing Samsara’s 
demand. The fare was ludicrous; even the finest hotels in the 
Capital didn’t charge that much. 


Reiram walked up to Samsara, pulled a stack of money from 
within his coat and threw it on the table. 


“Done, that’s for two nights in advance. Pll decide later if I wish 
to stay longer.” 


Samsara looked at the money in bafflement; she’d clearly been 
joking about the absurd fee. 


“F—Fine! Enjoy your stay, and try to keep out of my sight as best 
as you can.” 


“Yes, ma’am.” 


After tipping his hat in respect, Reiram left for the staircase. He 
turned to address Samsara once more before climbing up. 


“Thanks for the hospitality. You have a lovely home, little 
Sammy.” 


“Tch, Pll charge you extra if you don’t disappear this instant...” 
“Duly noted.” 


Reiram left for the upper floors, leaving the bakery in a state of 
awkward silence. 


Samsara sat down and returned to sampling her tea. Like the 
beverage, the mood of the room had turned a tad lukewarm. 
The lady turned to address everyone with a tepid smile. 


“I apologize, that was less than dignified of me.” 


Miste nudged closer and tapped Samsara timidly on the 
shoulder. 


“It’s alright, I think everything is as it should be now.” 
Egon leaned in to give her wife a peck on the cheek. 


“Miste is right. Isn’t this so much nicer, a house full of life?” 


Samsara gave Egon a glare as if saying; We’ll have a long 
discussion about this later, dear. Egon returned the look with a 
smile expressing; I’m sure we will, lil robin — I love you. 


With Samsara’s glare eventually morphing into a dry smile, the 
incident came to a closure. 


x OOK OK 


Miste, Zeriah, Dani and Ejrica spent a good while storytiming 
their travels between Powderberg and Magna Crux to Samsara, 
with all the twists and turns they’d encountered on the way. The 
lady knight was genuinely intrigued by their stories, and 
pleased that the group had ended up safely at the Capital. 


Once the stew of woodland ox and mixed veggies — courtesy of 
Egon and Ejrica — was done simmering, the residents of the 
bakery, both old and new, settled for a shared supper. Egon was 
about to deliver Reiram’s share to his bedroom, but Samsara 
ended up stopping her husband, telling him that if Reiram was 
forced to eat alone it would spoil everyone’s mood. Samsara 
made sure to coat her words with a hefty dose of condescension. 


The meal went without further outbursts from Samsara. 
Although she clearly was less than pleased about Reiram’s 
presence, she held her peace valiantly. 


The meat stew was perfectly cooked, the vegetables simply 
melted on the tongue, mixing together with the creamy and 
softly peppery zing of the dish. Egon’s talent in the kitchen 
clearly wasn’t limited to baking. 


Dani chowed down the chowder with a healthy appetite, 
cleaning his plate to the very last crumb. 


“Mmhmm... Delish! Ah, the feeling of caring hands chopping up 
the veggies, you can just taste the love!” 


Dani peered at Ejrica with unhinged warmth gushing from his 
eyes. 


“Eh...? Wh-What exactly are you staring at me for?” 
“Compliments to the assistant chef!” 
Egon gave Dani a sly eyeballing. 


“Hahah, sorry to burst whatever fantasy you were conjuring up 
there, but it was actually J who chopped those.” 


Dani leaned for the pot of stew at the middle of the table and 
filled his plate with another serving. 


“Well, that’s what I said; caring hands.” 
Ejrica watched Dani shovel his plate empty in record time. 
“I... uhm... fried the meat...” 


“Hehe, no wonder it had such strong and nuanced aroma to it. 
It was great! Thanks!” 


Ejrica gave her lip a munch while twirling a loose lock of hair 
bashfully around her finger. 


“Pm glad it turned out fine.” 


Watching the duo go through their back ‘n’ forth made Egon 
burst into warm chuckle. 


“Hahaha, I like your style, Dani. No mincing words with you, 
love it!” 


x OOK OK 


By the time everyone had filled their bellies, the sun had already 
sunken far behind the rooftops of Sector #3, leaving the skies of 
Magna Crux with the hue of calming indigo. 


The group was in the midst of cleaning up after the meal when 
the bakery’s doorbell rang out. Izak strolled in with his cool-as- 
cucumber style, carrying his skateboard under his arm. 


“Sup, I’m back! Any food left for me?” 


The young boy suddenly snapped to straighten his posture upon 
realizing Samsara’s presence in the bakery. 


“M—Mom!?” 


Izak took a single running step towards her mother, before 
screeching to an abrupt halt. The boy remained standing 
silently in the middle of the room, with his gaze dropping to the 
floor in embarrassment. 


“Welcome back...” 


Samsara came to meet her son. It was hard to point out exactly, 
but there was a certain sense of breeziness between the two. 


“Hello, Izak. It’s nice to be home... And it would have been even 
nicer if Pd found you hard at work studying.” 


A moment of silence — just long enough to turn uncomfortable — 
settled between the mother and son. 


Eventually, Izak lifted his head to gaze at the stern lady in front 
of him. 


“So... How was the world beyond the Capital? Did you smite 
some bad guys? Will you be staying long?” 


Samsara’s answer was punctuated by a weary sigh. 


“I saw my mission through, that is all you need to know. As for 
me staying; I have a leave for two weeks, though that is 
naturally subject to change if I’m needed.” 


“Then I guess that’s going to be the shortest two weeks anyone’s 
ever seen...” 


Samsara ignored her son’s quip and laid an appraising look on 
him. The steel of a knight was one thing, for that had been 
permanently imprinted on Samsara’s face, but the weighty 
metal in her eyes when she addressed Izak was something else 
entirely. 


“Would you like to share as to where exactly you have been 
loitering this late? On a school night no less.” 


“Well, y know... just out.” 


Another weary sigh slithered between Samsara’s lips. This 
particular back ‘n’ forth seemed to be quite common. 


“Fine, forget I asked. Just as long as you remember what 
happens if I find your grades dropping.” 


“I know, mom...” 


Although Izak’s stance portrayed a boy acting cool and carefree, 
there was some genuine regret in his voice. Samsara gave her 
son’s hair a soft ruffle and led the boy towards the kitchen. 


“Go ask your dad, there’s still some food left from the supper.” 


Izak nudged past Miste on his way to the kitchen. The girl was 
drawn to gander at the young boy with his gaze dragging along 
the floor. 

So, that’s the kind of mother Samsara is, huh... 


x OOK OK 


At late evening, Miste was heading for her and Zeriah’s room on 
the third floor to turn in for the night. While climbing past the 
second floor, the girl noticed that one of the doors was left 
slightly ajar, with soft light seeping to the hallway. Moreover, a 
pleasant rustling resounded from the room, the sound of pages 
being turned, as if inviting Miste in particular to investigate. 


The girl sneaked closer to the door and took a peek through the 
narrow gap. Izak was sitting on his bed, reading a book. The boy 
seemed deeply focused; his eyes scanned the rows of text with 
impressive speed. 


With a knock on the doorframe, Miste opened the door wider. 
“Hi, Izak.” 

The boy lifted his face from the book to glance at her. 

“Oh, hi... It’s Miste, right? You need something?” 


“No, nothing in particular. I just saw you reading, and you 
seemed to be enjoying it. It got me curious.” 


“Okay...? Well, it’s really nothing to twist your leggings over, just 
some basic algebra.” 


Izak slammed the book shut and extended his hand in 
presenting motion. 


Following Izak’s inviting gesture, Miste stepped inside the room. 
The boy’s room was significantly smaller than most of the 
rooms in the former hotel. With a simple bed, work desk 
covered in stacks of paper, and a single bookcase filled to the 
brim with tomes, the room had quite a lot in common with the 
interior of Miste’s own treehouse-nest back in Akrelion. 


Miste took Izak’s book and gave it a quick browse. 


Wait, what the heck... ‘basic algebra’ my ass... 
“This is a bit advanced for your age, isn’t it?” 
“Yeah, it is. Your point?” 

Cheeky runt... This is advanced even for me!! 


“I guess your parents have nothing to worry, seeing as you’re 
already reading this far ahead.” 


Izak responded with a disinterested shrug, though there was a 
slight smug smile twitching on his lips. 


“My folks worry over everything - me doing this or that won’t 
change a thing.” 


“That’s just how parents are sometimes.” 
“Your folks worry over stupid shit too?” 
“Well... uh... it’s mostly when I end up screwing up royally...” 


“Right, that’s how they should be. Mine just constantly breathe 
down my neck, no matter what I do.” 


“I don’t think it’s all that bad — you should have heard your dad 
today.” 


“Huh, what about him?” 


“Oh, nothing... he was just saying how proud he is of you, and 
how he thinks he couldn’t ask for a better son.” 


Izak’s gaze snapped across the room, trying to avoid Miste’s 
smiling face. 


“Tch, well, shows what he knows...” 


Izak snatched the basic algebra back from Miste and resumed 
his studying. 


When Miste had first heard that Samsara had a son, it was 
undeniable that she’d been intrigued to meet him. What kind of 
person would the child of a captain of the Knights be like? 
Paradoxically, Izak had turned out to be at the same time 
everything and nothing like Miste had imagined. The boy had 
his mother’s ironclad shell, her confidence, and a striking lot of 
her looks, though at once being a buttload more abrasive than 
his mother, and with a sharp tongue to boot. All in all, Miste 
couldn’t call Izak anything less than a fine kid; he was simply 
rough around the edges. In a way, the boy reminded Miste of 
herself when she was his age... 


Miste eyed at the rows of books decorating the wall next to 
Izak’s bed. 


“Do you mind if I take a look, Izak?” 
“It’s a free country.” 
The boy didn’t lift his gaze from his algebra. 


While grumbling in her mind about how the runt was eerily 
reminding her of Reiram if anyone, Miste began scanning the 
books on offer more thoroughly. 


The tomes ranged across various fields, many of them standard 
school-issued reading, while others fitted into the so-called basic 
category. There were also many storybooks and epics depicting 
ancient legends about astra. Many of the texts had copies sitting 
in Miste’s own bookshelf back home as well, though she wasn’t 
exactly sure whether she should feel pride or defeat over 
sharing similarities in book collections with an eleven-year- 
old... 


“So, Miste, am I being redundant for noticing that you like 
books?” 


“Tlove them! There’re so many secrets in the world, and to think 
that many of them are easily accessible like this by the hard 
work of others, it just makes my heart bounce with excitement!” 


“Yeah... sure... why not...” 


One particular similarity in the two bookworms’ collections 
lifted a triumphant smile on Miste’s face. 


“Oh, you have a copy of Tale as Old as Alchemy too!” 
“Huh? Yeah, what about it?” 

“It’s my favorite book ever! That about it!” 

“It’s a children’s book...” 

“That it is, but I still think it’s way cool.” 

“You are one odd apple, Miste.” 


Miste paced confidently across the room and sat down next to 
Izak’s work desk. 


“Hihi, but don’t you know; apples are the royalty of fruit!” 


Izak lifted his gaze from his book to lay a flabbergasted glare at 
the eccentric girl. Finding nothing witty to say, the boy returned 
to his studying. 


Miste let her gaze drift over Izak’s work desk. Among the 
scattered homework and other miscellaneous sheets of paper, 
one loosely rolled scroll caught Miste’s attention. The girl 
uncurled the piece of parchment against the desk. The beautiful 
cursive text was clearly written recently; the ink was barely dry. 


“Hey, hey, hey! What are you- No!!” 


Miste didn’t have time to read any of the text properly before 
Izak jumped over the desk and snatched the scroll for himself. 


The boy rolled up the paper tightly and chucked it deep into the 
depth of his drawer. 


“Didn’t your folks teach you any manners!?” 
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to make you upset.” 
“Pm not upset!!” 


“Sorry, I didn’t mean to imply that you were upset when you 
weren't upset.” 


“I... uh... just... don’t touch anything on the desk, okay? The 
books are fair game, go nuts, but all this stuff here, this is mine, 
got it?” 


“Sure, I understand.” 


Whatever the scroll held within, it was of utmost importance to 
Izak, and apparently for his eyes alone. As someone who 
preferred to keep her unfinished projects a secret until the right 
moment for unveiling, Miste understood fully how Izak felt. 


Hihihi... at least I got a genuine reaction out of him... 


“Well, I guess I should stop bothering you and get going. Good 
night, Izak.” 


Miste had already slipped out of the room before Izak 
responded to her. 


“Wait, Miste!” 
“Ye s?” 


“To be honest, it’s kinda weird to think that you guys are friends 
with my mom.” 


“Hmm, and why is that?” 


“I never realized that my mom had any friends... it’s... 
reassuring... or rather cool. So, I guess what I’m trying to say is 
that... you’re kinda cool, Miste.” 


Miste sent Izak a wide smile, the warmth within her heart 
blossoming unabashed on her cheeks. 


“Hihi, I think you’re kinda cool kid too, Izak.” 
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Zeriah was waiting for Miste in their room, lounging on the 
grand-sized bed that each of the luxurious rooms came 
equipped with. 


“Huh... Oh, Miste... I was wondering where you’d ended up...” 


Zeriah was already half asleep. Miste felt a bit guilty for making 
him stay up late waiting for her. 


“Sorry, I had a little chat with Izak.” 
“About what?” 


“About all kinds of things, and then on the other hand not much 
about anything at all.” 


“I see... so a basic case of bookish folk bonding... got it...” 


Between soft yawns, Zeriah flashed a good-willed smirk at 
Miste. The girl returned the gesture in kind. 


The day had been long and eventful, and the bed looked beyond 
comfy, Miste was sure she’d sleep like a log. Although, her good 
night’s sleep was always guaranteed by the closeness of Zeriah. 


“So, Miste... on a scale of one to ten, how excited are you? We’re 
finally here in Magna Crux after all, and the trial is only two 
nights away.” 


“Me? I’m a solid eleven! You?” 


“Hmm... Pm hanging comfortably around the seven to eight 
range.” 


“Oh? Is there anything I could do to help you get pumped to the 
max?” 


Zeriah threw the bedcovers bare next to him. 
“Well, you can start by joining me in bed.” 
“Aww, did you miss me that much?” 


“It gets lonely in a big city... scratch that, in a big world, without 
something reminding about the comforts of home.” 


“Hihihi, well, Pm happy to oblige!” 
Miste threw away her excess layers of clothing and crawled 


next to Zeriah. The boy threw his arm around Miste, and the 
couple curled up tightly within each other’s embrace. 


Inside the calming darkness, cradled by their new fluffy resting 
place, and the warmth of a loved one, the realm of dreams 
approached fast on both Miste and Zeriah. Just before the two 
fell beyond the veil of wonder, Miste let out a content hum. 


“Hmm? What’s on your mind, Miste?” 


“I was just thinking that... with all that’s happened thus far... I 
think I’m going to like it here...” 


VERSE #33: BEE HAPPY 


In these past nineteen years that Ejrica had been blessed by the 
graces of the sun, her current travels were the first time she’d 
ever set foot outside the boarders of her home country, 


Serestria. Together with her astral partner, Sakuya, the young 
warrior woman had crossed the entire Kingdom of Zirinia in 
search for a perfect training ground where she could temper 
her spirit. Such place awaited her at the heights of the Maryam 
Mountains, near the city of eternal winter, Powderberg. 


For months, Ejrica had fought against the forces of nature: the 
freezing wind and ferocious beasts of the mountain range. In 
the end, her spirit and might had increased tenfold. Her abilities 
would no doubt be celebrated among her people. 


However, before Ejrica was able to consider traveling back 
home, fate had stepped forth and presented her with something 
wholly unexpected; a new adventurous path to follow, filled 
with new friends, experiences and challenges. 


Prior to meeting Dani and being introduced to his band of 
companions, Ejrica’s travels had gone solely through the 
untouched wilderness, for the comforts of modern cities would 
surely not further her training. And yet, after joining her new 
friends on a journey that was full of warmth, companionship 
and laughter, and seeing a different side of Zirinian culture, a 
taste of the city-life, Ejrica had noticed a whole new kind of 
evolution within herself. 


Due to her rigorous training since childhood, Ejrica’s body and 
mind were those of a true warrior; unyielding, incased with 
iron. Now, amongst that unbending strength, Ejrica felt her 
heart filled with something else entirely; an unsettled beat, a 
jump of excitement, and a soft tingle when surrounded by 
caring people. And even though some might’ve considered these 
kinds of sensations as detriment to a warrior, in the end, Ejrica 
had found herself feeling more powerful than she could have 
ever imagined, for this sensation of happiness was something 


she could harness to add to her strength. Her new friends 
depended on her, and Ejrica would rather see herself die before 
letting that trust be betrayed. 


However, this sensation of comradery and happiness also came 
with some baggage. Recently, Ejrica’s heart was often gripped 
by an unfathomable sense of dread, even over things one might 
consider quite minor... 
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It was early morning on the last day before the Adventurer trial. 
Ejrica was climbing down the steps from the third floor of Sweet 
Whites Café & Bakery. 


The previous day had been taxing, filled with many new 
experiences, among them riding inside the Capital’s central 
elevators, something that made Ejrica feel cripplingly anxious, 
which in turn was shameful for a Serestrian warrior like her. 
Even though she was indeed tired, and her new bed was quite 
comfortable, Ejrica had been unable to get much sleep; her 
internal clock had been firmly set in early-bird-mode. 


The comforting aroma of oven-fresh bread floated from the 
kitchen and up the stairs. As was fitting for a baker, Egon was 
already up and about before the rest of the house. 


A bit surprisingly, Ejrica also found Dani loitering at the cafe. It 
was rare, unheard of, for the boy to be up before her. Dani 
tended to be a rather heavy sleeper. 


“Gooood Moooorning!! Another beautiful Zirinian morning 
we're having! And the weather outside is shaping up to be pretty 
nice too... hehe...” 


“Good morning, Dani. You certainly seem to be in high spirits.” 


“Can you blame me? Awesome company, good grub, a soft bed... 
sprinkled with the occasional sighting of natural beauty... It is 
truly a dream life, I’m feeling like I don’t want to wake up at all, 
though here I am! Lucky me!” 


Adding yet another person to the list of earlier-birds than Ejrica, 
Reiram strolled to the café from the kitchen. The elder 
Adventurer nodded a nonchalant greeting to Ejrica, before 
smacking Dani on the back of his head. 


“Will you just keep it down?! Us being here is enough of a hassle 
as is, we don’t need you waking up half the block this early.” 


“Yea... yea... SOrry...” 


Curiously, Reiram was carrying a paper bag filled with fresh 
loafs of bread. The man headed for the bakery’s entrance and 
creaked the door softly open, careful to make the doorbell ring 
out as gently as possible. 


“Oh! Wait just a sec, Rei-Rei!” 
“I swear, if you don’t shush your trap, Pl shush it for you...” 


“I was just thinking, since you’re heading for Sector #5, would 
you mind bringing some stuff for me? I promise to pay you back 
later.” 


Dani walked up to Reiram with a stupid-wide grin on his face 
and slipped a note inside Reiram’s pocket. 


“The hell do you take me for? Am I suddenly some sort of errand 
boy to everyone?” 


“You were the one who said you didn’t want to hang out with us 
today. Come on, Rei-Rei, you can do this much for me.” 


Reiram scanned Dani’s note briefly. 


“These are from Felix’s place, right? Fine, I was planning to visit 
him anyway to restock on bullets.” 


“Thanks Rei-Rei! You’re the man.” 


“Ugh, whatever... Well, Pm going now. Try to keep out of trouble 
while I’m gone.” 


“Huh? What kind of trouble would we be getting into?” 
“That’s just the thing; I dare not even imagine...” 


Reiram slipped out of the bakery and closed the door gently 
behind him. 


Ejrica and Dani settled at the table nearest to the bakery’s 
counter for a shared breakfast. Dani broke a loaf of bread in 
half, releasing a cloud of warmth to dance between the duo, and 
offered Ejrica one of the halves. 


“Here you go.” 
“Thank you.” 


“Man, ain’t this awesome or what?! Goodies straight out of the 
oven, just for the two of us.” 


“Yes, we should certainly be grateful. Though we should also 
show some courtesy, we don’t want to eat Egon into 
bankruptcy.” 


“Hehehe, no worries, he said there’s plenty to go around.” 


With the way that Dani beamed his boyish smile so sincerely 
over something so simple — a piece of bread with a dab of butter 
melting on top - Ejrica couldn’t help but smile with him. 
Something about Dani’s ceaseless energy and bouncy positivity 
felt irresistible, like honey to the bees, alluring like no other. 
This adorably earnest smile, a tiny sun that watched over her, 


made Ejrica’s heart dance. It was a special kind of happiness, 
one that she treasured deeply. 


At the same time, Ejrica knew these kinds of feelings were 
dangerous, for if she’d let herself indulge them for too long, the 
passion within her would no doubt spiral out of control and lead 
her astray. Growing stronger as a warrior was Ejrica’s purpose, 
a duty bestowed upon her, and deviating from that path simply 
would not do. 


Dani was a dear friend, but that was all Ejrica could allow. 
Giving anything less than her full passion to someone would be 
an insult, more so to someone as special as Dani. 


“Yoo-hoo... What’s with the dozing off, Ejrica? Is something 
wrong?” 


“Huh...? Ah! N-Not at all, everything is fine.” 


Dani’s smile twisted into a playful smirk. Under the warmth of 
the boy’s grin, Ejrica found her cheeks heating up and her heart 
slamming against her chest uncontrollably. She bit down on her 
lip to keep herself from screaming out from embarrassment. 


Noooooo!! Why!!? Pm such an idiot! How long did I just stare at 
him!? 

“You sure you're okay? You know, if there’s anything on your 
mind, you can always tell me.” 

“Y-Yes, I know that. There’s no need for worry. Like I said, 
everything is fine.” 


“I mean, if you’re nervous about the Adventurer trial tomorrow, 
then that’s perfectly normal - who wouldn’t be? Though you 
shouldn’t stress too much, I know you’ll do awesome!” 


“You... ah... you Know me so well... that’s exactly what I was 
thinking... ehhehe...” 


A mocking titter echoed through Ejrica’s mind, followed by 
Sakuya’s presence fluttering playfully within her soul, twirling 
and bathing in her essence. Ejrica’s warm feelings towards Dani 
never failed to attract the astra’s attention. 


-Teehee, was that really what you were thinking just now? 
Hmm... I think I picked up something entirely different... It’s not 
nice to lie, y know... 


Shut it, Sakuya! Do not butt in! 


—No need to get all flustered, I wasn’t about to. It’s just nice seeing 
you kids getting along. 

I know exactly what you are thinking, and this will be the extent 
of ‘getting along’ between me and Dani, just so you know. 


-Teehee, for now, good enough is good enough. I for one will savor 
each and every second of it. 


Well, I certainly can’t stop you... 


Ejrica left Sakuya to indulge herself within the warmth of her 
essence, and turned her attention back to Dani. 


“So, uhm, where was Reiram going exactly?” 


“Egon had a delivery to make at Sector #5 and Rei-Rei offered to 
take it in his stead. I guess he’s trying to help as much as he can, 
even though he’s the only one paying for his stay. Can’t say I 
blame him, if I were him Pd try my best to get on Sam-Yam’s 
good side too.” 


“Samsara certainly seemed quite furious with him.” 


“Well, the way I see it, it’s a huge improvement from last time. 
You should’ve seen them go at it; Sam-Yam kept beating the crap 
out of Rei-Rei till Big-Z stepped in to stop her.” 


“I guess some things are hard to forgive fully.” 
“Yeah, Rei-Rei certainly has screwed up royally in the past.” 


Truthfully, with all she knew about Reiram and Samsara’s past, 
Ejrica couldn’t even begin to imagine what kind of storm 
Samsara might carry inside her. Reiram’s lie was impossible to 
fathom. 


“Um, Dani...?” 
3 
“Yeah?” 


“Let’s say that someone did something similar to you... deceived 
you, I mean... Do you think that you would be able to forgive 
that person?” 


“Hmm... [honestly can’t say what I would do. I guess I... If I truly 
cared about that person, I’d at least try to move on and forgive 
them. Why do you ask?” 


“No reason, just a thought...” 
Dani leaned closer to Ejrica and gave her a reassuring smile. 


“Don’t you worry, I’m sure Rei-Rei and Sam-Yam will work out 
their differences eventually.” 


“Let’s hope for the best.” 


With the mood turning a tad gloomy, Ejrica decided to quickly 
move the conversation elsewhere. 


“So, what kind of shopping did you have Reiram do?” 


“Oh, that. There’s this guy, Felix, who keeps a shop in Sector #5. 
Alax-tech, gadgets, hunting equipment, all top of the line and 
handcrafted. After all the adventures we’ve had lately, I’m 
running low on arrows and other equipment and I asked 
Reiram to pick up some for me.” 


“That sounds like something Miste would like. You should take 
her to visit this Felix sometime, I’m sure she would get... um... a 
kick out of it? That’s the right colloquialism, right?” 


“Yeah, that was spot on! I was actually thinking the same. I 
would’ve gone myself, but I got something else planned for 
today.” 


“Hmm? What?” 
A giddy spark flared in Dani’s eyes. 


“There’s someone I’d like all you guys to meet...” 
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The entirety of the building was crafted out of beige stone, 
contrasting softly with the dark-brown frames around multiple 
enormous windows that dotted the frontside walls. Beyond the 
establishment’s tall fence, decorated with simple 
ornamentation, through a gate that was left invitingly open, a 
luscious garden of maple and oak and tulips of all colors greeted 
the visitors. The healthy growth of flora, along the U-shape of 
the building that curved to hug the small slice of serene nature, 
gave the place a thick feeling of secluded safety, like a cozy 
hiding place for some frail creature of the wild. Ejrica’s initial 
take on the place wasn’t that far off; after all, The Silver Cloud 
Palace was indeed a nursing home. 


“Here we are! You guys wait outside, Pll go chat with the 
reception and tell them who we are.” 


Dani had been beaming with excitement the entire morning, 
and his bouncy strut while walking through the nursing home’s 
front door told his friends that his giddy spark wasn’t about to 
fizzle out anytime soon. 


As was typical to her, Miste was fidgeting in anticipation and 
wondering out loud what kind of person Dani’s sister might be. 
Zeriah prompted Miste to contain herself; they’d find out soon 
enough. 


To Ejrica, the sound of the couple’s banter had long since faded 
away, drowned underneath her own heart thumping loudly, 
thundering with alarm, while her thoughts raced with 
dangerous velocity. 


It’s so sudden... I... I guess Dani did mentioned that he had a 
sister... but still... he could’ve given at least some kind of warning 
beforehand... What should I say...2 How should I introduce 
myself...? I don’t want to seem too distant... but I certainly don’t 
want to seem too close either... What if I give the wrong 
impression... I... I... I don’t... Although... does it even matter...? 
Why am I getting all flustered...? She’s just Dant’s sister... Pm sure 
she’s a wonderful, warm, caring, strong, dependable and mellow 
person... Just like Dani... No!! No, no, keep your head cool, damn 
it! ...Uuh... what should I do...? 


Dani returned a tad sooner than Ejrica would have liked — her 
time before the moment of truth was running out fast. 


“Alrighty, I checked us in, we’re free to roll. Come on guys, Pll 
lead the way.” 


When it came to people living with carefree priorities, Dani was 
certainly in a league of his own. Although Dani had told Ejrica 
where they were going - to visit his sister on the far northern 
end of Sector #3 — he’d somehow forgotten to mention to her the 
teensy-tiny fact that his sister was living in a nursing home until 
they’d already arrived at the gates. 


“Did I not mention it? Oh well, now you know. Shocking truths 
revealed, I know, hehe!” 


All of this came with a big ol’ smile on his face. 


Two years ago, Dani’s elder sister had fallen ill from a rare 
disease, dubbed void bone syndrome. Due to her condition, the 
structure of her bones had suddenly begun to deteriorate at an 
alarming rate, starting from her legs. Nowadays, she couldn’t 
even stand on her own without her legs snapping like twigs. 
There was no known cure for the disease yet, but the spreading 
of the condition could be slowed down to a near perfect halt 
with medication. Because of the severity of the condition, Dani’s 
sister was forced to spend her life under constant supervision 
and regular treatments. Such life didn’t exactly come cheap, and 
as such, Dani had dedicated his time into making money as an 
Adventurer to pay for his sister’s treatment. As for the two 
siblings’ parents... they were not around anymore. 


The residents of Silver Cloud Palace each had a private room, 
fully furnished and comfy, a far cry from the plain and purely 
efficient quarters typically seen in hospitals. The nursing home 
was striving to be exactly that, a home. 


Dani’s sister lived in the far end of the building’s eastern wing. 
During the trek through the long, long hallway, with more space 
reserved for windows than the wall itself, filling the nursing 


home with hopeful light and a beautiful vista to the garden 
outside, Ejrica had a bit more time to sort out her racing 
thoughts. 


I never realized... the reason Dani is an Adventurer... it is all to 
make someone else happy... to keep her safe... Dani must love her 
sister so much... I can’t even imagine how heavy such a burden 
must be to carry all alone... How... how is he able to just smile so 
easily... even with everything depending on him...? Where does he 
find all that strength... all that confidence...? 


A drop of cold sweat slithered down Ejrica’s neck like a tip of a 
knife brushing against her skin, agonizingly slow. With each 
step down the hallway, her heart got lost further and further 
beyond her control, slamming repeatedly against her chest like 
a caged chinchilla yearning for freedom. 


What kind of person is Dani fighting for...? 


Ejrica was ashamed to admit it, but until this very moment, 
when Dani’s hand caught hold of the handle and pushed the 
door open to his sister’s room, the hardened warrior from 
Serestria had never, in all the years she’d been blessed by the 
graces of the sun, been this afraid of anything. 


This slithering, choking, pummeling anxiety was short lived 
however, for when the door was swung open, the essence of 
true tranquility washed over the group of visitors. 


The young lady sitting on her bed, with locks like rivers of 
molten chocolate streaming over her shoulders, her eyes 
glistening like water from the purest of springs, subdued rose 
on her cheeks, lips full and juicy as strawberries, draped in a 
long and flowing dress of pure white, was like out of a painting. 
She radiated with calm and quiet mystery, and the motherly 


warmth of a true goddess. The lady turned for the unexpected 
quartet at her door, and, like the way Ejrica had seen Dani do 
countless times, smiled with the exact same earnest glee. With 
her one simple gesture, there remained no doubt that she was 
truly Dani’s sister. 


A single tear cascaded down the young lady’s cheek as she 
extended her hands towards the door. 


“Dani...” 


The boy ran - the two steps that it took - to his sister, and the 
pair coiled into a firm hug. 


“Hi, sis, it’s been long...” 


“Three months, two days, thirteen hours and thirty-six 
minutes.” 


The pair loosened their embrace enough to get a look at each 
other’s faces and shared a soft chuckle. 


The way Dani’s eyes locked with his sister was intense, it was 
rare to see such firmness in his gaze. Although his usual boyish 
glee was alive and present, the newly added protective feel in 
his smile was quite different. Ejrica had only once seen a similar 
look on Dani: the time that she and Dani had fallen into the 
lemmingshroo nest and Dani had promised her that he wouldn’t 
let anything bad happen to her. Thinking about the connection 
between then and now, about the look Dani had reserved only 
to his sister, and to Ejrica, made a rush of warmth to surge 
through Ejrica’s entire being. 


Dani kept his right arm coiled around his sister’s shoulders and 
turned to face the door. 


“Don’t just stand there, come on in guys, she won’t eat you, at 
least I hope... you have been fed today, right?” 


“Oh, ha-ha! You’re one to talk smack about my appetite, Mr. I- 
once-munched-an-entire-birthday-cake-in-two-minutes-flat.” 


“Hey, I was a growing kid back then!” 
“It wasn’t your birthday...” 
“ehhehe...” 


Ejrica, Miste and Zeriah gathered around the two Clement 
siblings. The aura of warmth that radiated from the pair filled 
the room, and the visitors’ chests, with relaxed joy. 


“Guys, this is my big sister, Marlene Clement. Her legs may not 
carry at the moment, but she makes up for it with her big heart, 
and formidable stomach.” 


“Oh-ho-ho, you best be ready for my comeback, lil bro. Pl be up 
and about one day, and you know the first thing Pm gonna do 
then? Pll run, and Ill run, and Fl run, till Pve built up a nice and 
ravenous appetite, and then Pm going to mop you in an eating 
contest. Better not take me lightly, oh-ho-ho!” 


Marlene’s fair looks and the grace she carried herself with 
would easily suggest the lady being part of royalty, though at 
the same time, her quirky smile and honeyed laughter held the 
same easily approachable charm as her brother. 


Miste was the first one to bounce forth and offer her hand in 
greeting. 


“Hello, Pm Miste Gauntlett. It’s beyond awesome to get to meet 
Dani’s family. Your brother has been real sweet to all of us.” 


Marlene took the offered hand with a pleased grin. 


“It’s wonderful to meet you, Miste. I hope lil bro hasn’t been too 
much trouble?” 


“Not at all! In fact, he has been the one helping us out of trouble 
a bunch of times.” 


Marlene gave her brother a snarky eyeballing. 


“Hmm... Is that really so? I recall him being quite the trouble 
magnet.” 


“Come on, sis...” 
Zeriah stepped in to defend Dani from his sister’s poking. 


“It’s true, Dani has come through for us multiple times. And... 
he has saved both our lives just as many times. I’m Zeriah Walz, 
pleased to meet you.” 


Marlene laid a quick appraising look on Zeriah. 


“My... I never knew Dani had built such bonds with people at 
the Guild.” 


“Huh?!” 


“You’re both Adventurers, aren’t you? Zeriah, Miste, I can sense 
the spirit of the Guild strong in both of you.” 


Marlene peppered her words with an approving titter. 


“Close, sis, but not quite. The trial is held tomorrow, and Mystic- 
M and Big-Z have traveled far from the north to take part in it.” 


“I see, you certainly do fit the mold. I wish you both the best of 
luck.” 


Marlene grasped both Miste and Zeriah by the hand. 


“I can relax much more easy now, knowing my lil bro has 
people looking after him.” 


“Come on, sis, you make it sound like I’m a child or something...” 


“Oh-ho-ho, no reason to feel ashamed, I’m simply happy for 
you!” 


The lady pulled Miste and Zeriah closer and into her embrace. 
“Thank you for returning my brother safely back.” 

“Of course! Anytime! Just leave it to us!” 

“Haha, it’s been a good ride so far!” 


After releasing her hold of the couple, Marlene turned to peer 
at Ejrica, who had remained withdrawn from the mingling so 
far. She tilted her head in an asking way and gave Ejrica a soft 
smile. 


Even though Marlene had proven herself to be a kind and 
inviting soul, Ejrica was nervous to open her mouth. After 
already remaining distant from the conversation for so long, 
she felt embarrassed even existing in the same room as 
everyone else. She knew she was being rude - not even 
introducing herself properly — but the words just refused to 
come out. 


“I... uh... Pm...” 


A honey-glazed chuckle broke from Marlene’s lips. She gave her 
luscious hair a soft fluffing with her right hand, revealing a 
peculiar strand of hair that folded neatly over her forehead. 
Among her deliciously brown locks, one strand was colored 
bright-green, just like the one Dani had. 


“It’s alright, just relax. Dani was speaking the truth; I won’t eat 
you.” 


Marlene’s smile gleamed like the sharpest rays of a rising sun. 
She truly was a spitting image of her younger brother. 


Ejrica squeezed out every ounce of courage she had to speak. 


This ts ridiculous... I am a warrior of Serestria... Why am I acting 
like some pathetic rodent facing a cobra...?! Grrh! Come on, show 
some backbone!! 
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Ejrica dropped into a deep bow, nearly hitting her head on the 
floor. 


“MyNamelsEjricaNekaroAndľ'mAFriendOfYourBrother’sAndP 
veAlsoTraveledToYourCapitalSoThatICouldTakePartInTheAdv 
enturerTrialYourBrotherHasBeenExtremelyKindToMeAndIsA 
WonderfulPersonAndIWouldBeVeryHonoredlfYou’dCallMeSi 
mplyEjricaThoughIfYouDoNotWishToCallMeSimplyEjricaThen 
NekarolsAlsoFineThankYouForHavingUsAndIAmSorryForBein 
gSoWeirdIHopeMyConductDoesn’tAffectTheWayYouViewMyP 
eople...” 


“Whoa, whoa, hey, slow down, Ejrica!” 
“R-Right! Sorry...” 


Ejrica sprang back up to face Marlene. She tried to return the 
lady’s warm smile in kind, but ended up with a stiff and 
awkward grin instead. 


After witnessing Ejrica’s embarrassing bumbling, Marlene 
broke into a fit of uncontrollable laughter. 


“Oh-ho-ho... my, my... oh-ho-ho... you have such wonderful 
friends, Dani...” 


Once she had her fill of busting her gut, Marlene returned to her 
natural state of honeyed smiling. 


“|. Yes, quite wonderful indeed.” 


From the corner of her eye, Marlene shot a sly look squarely at 
Ejrica, in a way that clearly got lost to everyone else but her. 


Wait... what the heck was that about?! She’s not... thinking 
anything weird about me, is she...? Oh no, I messed up big time, 
didn’t I!! 

Marlene leaned cozily against the body of pillows arranged at 
the back of her bed. 


“Honestly, I can’t begin to tell how happy I am to see you again, 
Dani. I yearn to hear all about your adventures!” 


“Oh, you will, no worries. On a side note of that... I got you 
something.” 


Dani brought out a jar of pebble bee honey from his pocket and 
placed it on his sister’s nightstand. 


“We stopped briefly at Pakel on our way to Capital. I thought 
you might enjoy a taste of nostalgia.” 


Marlene jumped at the jar with giddiness in her eyes. She 
dipped her index finger into the honey and gave it a succulent 
lick. 


“Mmmh... just like always...” 


The lady took Dani by his hand and brought the boy closer for a 
soft peck on the cheek. The clear spring water that filled 
Marlene’s eyes wavered softly upon gazing at her brother. 


“Thank you, you’re sweet for thinking about me.” 


“Heh, of course, sis! I think about you all the time. You’re being 
silly for thinking I wouldn’t.” 


“T guess I am...” 


A subdued dash of red rose to Marlene’s cheeks. She gave 
everyone in the room a rueful look, seeming a bit embarrassed. 


Suddenly, Dani snapped his fingers in a theatrical way. 


“But hey, what are we sitting here for anyways, that’s not why 
we're here!” 


Dani dashed to a corner of the room, grabbed a wheelchair that 
was standing there, and rolled it next to Marlene’s bed. 


“Huh? What are you up to?” 
“We came to snatch you away!” 
“What...?! But I... I have to be here for my treatment...” 


“It’s all going to be alright, I already talked with the nurses 
about it, and they said that as long as I return you here by 
tomorrow there’s no problem.” 


“Okay...? Where are we going?” 


“Hehe, it’s not as much where, but as to what, and that is... To 
have fun!” 
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The gang returned to the Talmond residence with Marlene in 
tow. Dani acted as the chauffeur for the wheelchair-bound lady. 
Throughout the entire trek back, Dani kept reciting the gang’s 
adventures to his sister with boisterous glee. The air was filled 
with excitement, laughter and warmth, as new friendships 
were fast formed. 


Marlene seemed to bond especially strongly with Miste, over 
their shared passion for the Guild of Adventurers. 


As for Ejrica, she decided to remain mostly quiet, still 
embarrassed about her conduct earlier. 


Once the chatting eventually turned to center around Marlene 
herself, and by extend Dani, Ejrica suddenly had a lot of new 
and unexpected things to think over. As it turned out, for a large 
part of the Clement siblings’ life, Marlene had been much more 
to Dani than simply an older sister. 


Years ago, Dani’s family — his mother, father, and elder sister 
Marlene — had once lived in a grand villa which had belonged 
to the Clement family for generations, residing at the upper- 
class part of Magna Crux. His father was part of Hex Nova, a 
monster hunter, like his father before him, and his father 
before him. The trade went back in the family since times 
unrecorded. 


When Dani was but a newly grown sprout, barely old enough 
to walk, his mother had one day left their family, all of a 
sudden. There had been no note, no warning, no explanation, 
she’d simply packed her things and disappeared. The father of 
the family was left to take care of his young daughter and little 
son all by himself. 


Because their father was often away on missions for long 
stretches of time, Marlene was the closest thing to a guardian 
Dani had ever come to know, even though she herself was only 
five years older than her baby brother. By sticking together, 
the Clement family had managed to scrape by through the 
years, with the father providing for the children from afar, 


and by the brother and sister duo relying on each other back 
home. 


One day, when Dani had just turned thirteen, another tragedy 
struck the two siblings. Their father had fallen while on a 
mission, killed by beasts. Marlene was forced to step up as the 
sole provider for her brother. Luckily, she had inherited her 
father’s impeccable skill with the bow, and had already 
received her own Adventurer license a year prior. The 
Clement family’s legacy of monster hunters continued. 


Marlene was a fierce and swift huntswoman. She worked 
tirelessly year after year, only stopping by back home to pick 
up another assignment from the guild. It was a taxing way of 
life, but she never complained. It was all for her little brother. 
No matter what fate decided to throw at Dani and Marlene, 
there always seemed to be a way to push forward. 


That was, until Marlene fell ill... 


Two years ago, Dani’s elder sister had fallen victim to a rare 
disease, dubbed void bone syndrome. Due to her condition, the 
structure of her bones had suddenly begun to deteriorate at an 
alarming rate, starting from her legs. Nowadays, she couldn’t 
even stand on her own without her legs snapping like twigs. 
There was no known cure for the disease yet, but the 
spreading of the condition could be slowed down to a near 
perfect halt with medication. Because of the severity of the 
condition, Dani’s sister was forced to spend her life under 
constant supervision and regular treatments. Such life didn’t 
exactly come cheap, and as such, Dani was forced to place the 
siblings’ childhood home for sale and apply to become an 
Adventurer himself. For the past year, Dani’s life had been 
dedicated entirely to the hunt; battling beasts to make enough 


money so that his sister’s treatment could continue. It was his 
turn to repay all the care he’d received over the years. It was 
now his turn to protect Marlene. These days, the Clement 
siblings’ life was largely secure, if only for one payday ata 
time. 


With so much of Dani’s past revealed, Ejrica kept sinking deeper 
into her silent mulling. 


Dani and Marlene have both gone through so much... I never 
expected anything like this... They are both strong... You’re so 
strong, Dani... You’ve carried all of this with you all this time... 
Yet, you always jump in to help everyone with their woes, even at 
the cost of risking your own life... ’m honored to be your friend... 


Though she kept silent, the warrior from Serestria felt her heart 
dancing ever fiercer, reaching desperately towards the boy with 
the kindest soul she knew. The constant thumping in her chest 
was loud enough that Ejrica feared others might hear it. 


This beat inside her chest, this feeling of longing, it would not 
cease. Ever since meeting Dani, this feeling of being pulled 
closer and closer and closer had grown more unbearable each 
passing day. It scared Ejrica, though paradoxically, it also made 
her feel safe, which scared her even more... 
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The reception at Sweet Whites Café & Bakery was just as 
welcoming as the day before. Egon, Samsara and Reiram all got 
along with Marlene immediately. Reiram had been clearly 
harboring dread over meeting someone from Dani’s family -— 
admittedly, even one Clement was at times more than enough 
for him to tolerate — but as he realized that Marlene, even 
though holding a lot of her brother’s happy-go-lucky tendencies, 


was a person of far more dignified leanings and a true lady in 
the fullest sense of the word, Reiram’s anxieties were swiftly put 
to rest. 


Marlene was visibly humbled by the kindness shown to her. 
Other than her brother, she had no one who’d visit her at the 
nursing home. And though the activities Dani had planned for 
the day weren’t anything grand or impressive - merely chatting 
over shared lunch - the gleeful smile on Marlene throughout it 
all was like on a kid on her birthday. She didn’t say it outright, 
but it was clear as day on her face that merely spending time 
with people outside of the hospital was a party to her. 
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Later, once Izak had returned from school and the rush hour at 
the bakery was over, Egon closed his shop a bit early so that 
everyone could enjoy the rest of the evening together. 


By Egon’s suggestion, and backed by unanimous vote, the group 
decided to visit the bathhouse neighboring the bakery, called 
The Soothing Pearl. The gentleman in charge of the place, one 
Vince Bartok, was an old friend of Egon’s. The two families had 
lived in Sector #3 for generations, with long traditions of 
running their businesses side by side. Being good pals with the 
Talmond family netted the group a considerable discount from 
Vince. 


The bathhouse’s outer shell was largely identical to any other 
shop or house on the street, with its creamy-white walls of stone 
covered in a growth of vine and tender flowers. The interior 
held a much more secluded and mysterious feel, created with 
an elegant mixture of dark browns and teal-colored tiling on the 
walls and the floor, red cloths curtaining the rooms and 


separating them in place of doors, pillars made of swirling 
marble, and the slightest dimming of lights to put forth the 
perfect air for relaxing. 


Unlike with Egon and his hotel-turned-bakery, Vince’s 
establishment had seen only small ounces of renovating in the 
past few decades, retaining a charmingly simplistic and 
classical feel compared to many of his competitors. Most 
modern bathhouses in Zirinia, especially those in the Capital, 
were nowadays fitted with automated showers, soap 
dispensers, poolside bars, and a variety of pools, some filled 
with ice cold water, others connected to machines that would 
make the waters dance and bubble with massaging properties. 
Rather than changing with the times, The Soothing Pearl had 
placed its faith exactly in its traditional offerings; to create a 
calm cove for the local folk, and uphold a tight sense of 
community. 


In an effort to rectify her bumbling and awkwardness thus far, 
Ejrica offered to help Marlene get ready for the bath. Miste and 
Samsara went on ahead, leaving Ejrica and Marlene amongst 
themselves in the dressing room. 


“Tm sorry for being a bother, Ejrica.” 
“No, no... Not at all... We’ll join the others in no time.” 


Due to the frailness of her legs, Marlene couldn’t move as freely 
as most folks, and as such had some difficulty getting undressed 
on her own. Ejrica threw her own garment aside in a flash 
before moving to help Marlene with hers. 


Throughout the operation, Marlene was the one clearly more at 
ease with the whole thing; she was used to being helped. As for 
Ejrica, she was nerve-wracked as ever, trying her damnedest to 


be gentle with her hands, and not to touch anywhere weird. 
Each time the two ladies locked eyes, even for a passing fraction 
of a moment, Ejrica felt a sudden harsh kick right beneath her 
chest. The sensation was something she couldn’t suppress, no 
matter how much she tried. 


This is embarrassing... What’s wrong with me?! Why does this 
have to be so hard... there’s nothing special here... I mean she is 
Dani’s sister, but... Graah! Who am I kidding... Marlene is all 
kinds of special!!! She means so much to Dani... I... I... I really 
want her to like me... 


—-Teehee, if she doesn’t realize how awesome you are, then it’s her 
loss, and her loss alone! 


Sakuya... I don’t... I... It’s not that simple... 


—Oh, will you just relax! Mulling and muttering over it isn’t going 
to solve anything! Just be yourself and everything is going to be 
fine. In fact, everything is already fine! 


Right... Thank you, Sakuya. I promise I'll try my best. 


-Great! Oh, and just so you know, you’ve been rubbing her thigh 
for about a minute straight now... you should probably stop 
that... 


Huh!!? 


Ejrica had blanked out completely while anguishing over her 
emotions. She was currently kneeling right before Marlene, 
who sat stark naked on a small wooden bench with her gaze 
nailed on her daydreaming assistant, more precisely on Ejrica’s 
hands that were firmly coiled around Marlene’s left thigh. 


A giggly smile rested on Marlene’s lips. 
“Everything alright?” 


“Yes! All is fine, more than fine, perfect even! You... uh... have 
really soft skin...” 


“Why thank you, what a nice thing to say!” 
“I... uhm... Pm... going to let go now... sorry...” 


“Oh-ho-ho, no need to rush, it felt quite nice actually. You have 
really strong hands, Ejrica.” 


Marlene’s smile gained a touch of snark. 


I’m some kind of depraved feel-upper!!! 

-Don’t lose faith, all is not lost yet. 

Well, what the hell am I supposed to do now! ? 

-It’s like they say in Zirinia; ‘It’s better to go out with guns ablaze’! 
Meaning!? 

-Rub her legs some more, teehee! 

I certainly will not!!! 


Ejrica jumped to stand and hid her hands behind her back, as if 
concealing her fingers would undo their deeds. She dared not 
meet Marlene’s gaze. 


“Tm sorry for being so weird all the time! I honestly don’t mean 
to, please forgive me!” 


Ejrica was about to lower herself into a bow, but was stopped 
midway by Marlene’s hand grabbing her shoulder. 


“Hey, hey, it’s alright, Ejrica. I don’t think you’re weird at all.” 
“You... don’t?” 


“Nuh-uh! In fact, I think you’re funny.” 


“You... do? No one has ever called me funny before... well, at 
least no one whose family name doesn’t begin with a C and end 
with lement, that is...” 


Marlene gave Ejrica an approving nod. The two ladies remained 
gazing at each other in silence, smiling with subdued glee. After 
a moment of prolonged quiet, Ejrica felt her heart beginning to 
bounce with increased tempo once more. 


“So... uh... we seem to be ready to go...” 
“It would seem like it.” 


“And... I think it would be impractical to ride your wheelchair 
into the bath...” 


“That would be inconvenient, yes.” 


“Then Pll... Pll carry you, if that’s okay with you. I promise to be 
gentle.” 


“T’ll leave myself in your care.” 


Ejrica caught Marlene to rest in her arms and lifted her up 
softly. 


Strangely, even though Marlene’s bare form couldn’t be called 
anything less than luscious, and even with the fact that - were 
she able to stand — she was a tad taller than Ejrica, Marlene was 
extremely light, unnervingly so. It felt as if a part of Marlene 
Clement was crafted out of formless ether, like a hollowed-out 
doll. The unexpected lightness of her cargo made Ejrica 
strengthen her grip slightly, fearing she might drop Marlene 
and make her crumble into little pieces of porcelain. 


The short trip to the bath went without any trouble. The 
women’s side was at the moment void of visitors, except for 


Miste and Samsara already neck deep in the water, soaking 
away their stresses with gusto. 


“There you guys are, we were almost starting to get worried!” 
“Oh-ho-ho, sorry to keep you waiting.” 


Ejrica climbed down a set of shallow steps that led into the pool 
and under the warm waters, with Marlene in her arms. The 
water was perfect, just balmy enough to be called hot, tickling 
and needling one’s skin. It was like bathing in liquid rays of the 
sun. The air was scented with a touch of juicy sweetness wafting 
from the colorful flower petals that were sprinkled around the 
pool. 


Ejrica felt Marlene twitch slightly as she got carried into the 
embrace of the cozy waters. Ejrica laid her to rest near the wall 
of the pool. 


“Is this spot here fine?” 
“Thank you, Ejrica. Right here is absolutely perfect.” 


Marlene slid as low as she could, submerging all the way to her 
earlobes. A whisper of utter satisfaction broke softly from her 
lips. 


“T could just melt right here...” 

Miste nudged closer to the duo of late arrivals. 

“I know, right? I feel like I never want to leave.” 
“Except for the Adventurer trial tomorrow, I reckon.” 


“Are you kidding?! I’d stroll to the Guild right now for the trial 
if I could!” 


“Oh-ho-ho, that’s the spirit. After all, you can’t have a proper 
adventure without the spirit of an Adventurer.” 


“No worries there, lemme tell ya, I got that to spare!” 
“You certainly seem like the type who’s always full of energy.” 


“You know it! I’m all pumped up and ready to show what I got! 
And once I’m done rinsing myself into a more presentable 
condition, and smell like roses, it’ll be the most totally awesome 
entrance ever! Wooh, I cannot wait!!” 


Miste jumped to stand and thrust her right fist high towards the 
ceiling, lifting a large pillar of water to gush every which way in 
her wake. The girl sank slowly back under the waves, her 
cheeks beaming bright red. 


“Hihi... I guess I need a few more moments to soak till Pm 
completely relaxed.” 


Marlene leaned closer to Ejrica and gave her a teasing nudge on 
the shoulder. 


“Oh, Ejrica can help you with that, she gives absolutely divine 
foot rubs.” 
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It was fascinating how one’s brain could suddenly star boiling 
from shame in a span of a single sentence, or at least it would 
have been fascinating to Ejrica, if she didn’t want to simply die 
right then and there! 


“That’s not... I didn’t...” 


“Ah, so that’s what was keeping you guys. You never told me you 
were a masseuse, Ejrica.” 


“Pm not! I mean, I didn’t even really...” 


Samsara aimed a soft snicker at the trio of girls. 


“A good and thorough massage sounds beyond lovely, Pll have 
one too, please.” 


Miste and Marlene joined the lady knight in her good-willed 
grinning. As their smiling eventually escalated into full-on 
laughter, Ejrica felt herself getting hotter than the bathwater. 
She ducked down low and dived under the surface. 


“Oh-ho-ho, I’m sorry, Ejrica, I just couldn’t resist! Please don’t 
hate me.” 


Marlene fished Ejrica back to the surface by her shoulders. 
Though she couldn’t fight down her laughter just yet, she gave 
Ejrica a genuinely sorry look between her sniggers. 


The sensation of warmth all around, with the sweet scent of 
flowers and the soft laughter of friends filling the air, was 
infectious — it took over Ejrica, and she broke out laughing with 
the others. 


“Heheh... you guys better be careful what you wish for. My 
hands are trained for rough play, I won’t be responsible if you 
start second guessing once I start.” 


“Oh, I don’t mind, bring it on! I may not be able to carry myself 
on these legs of mine, but I certainly can feel them. I swear, a 
couple of years without a proper stretch of leg and they get sore 
as all heck!” 


“So, uhm... did you really want me to~” 


“Maybe later. Right now, Ejrica, I simply want you to relax. I 
think we all deserve a bit of rest.” 


Samsara stretched out wide and rested her arms over the edge 
of the pool. 


“Absolutely agreed!” 


The ladies took a moment to truly indulge themselves. The 
atmosphere, the company, the balm of the water, everything 
was utterly perfect. All anxieties, be they of muscle or mind, 
simply thawed away like snow cascading down a mountainside 
by the coming of spring. 


Miste let out a soft hum while stretching herself to lay ever more 
relaxed. 


“Hihi, this was a great idea. This is so nice... It’s like old times, 
right, Samsara?” 


“It is, though I don’t think it’s been long enough since 
Powderberg to be considered old times quite yet.” 


“Well, long enough for me to already miss this. Didn’t you?” 
“Heheh... I certainly did, Miste.” 


Marlene followed Miste’s example and sunk ever deeper into 
the relaxing bath. 


“Aww, that’s awesome, do you guys do this often?” 


Marlene turned her head slightly towards Ejrica, as if aiming 
the question squarely at her. 


“Not exactly often, but...” 


As Ejrica’s gaze wandered across the bath, her eyes ended up 
locking with Miste. The girl tilted her head in an asking way. 


“but I feel like Pd very much like to do this more often.” 
“Yay! Thanks Ejrica. Love ya too!” 
Marlene sighed out with a soft giggle. 


“You guys are all such good friends. As an Adventurer myself, I 
can’t help but feel a bit excited for what’s to come. I bet you guys 
will end up making quite the splash at the Guild...” 
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“Cannonball!!” 


Dani landed into the pool neatly between Zeriah and Reiram... 
well, neatly in the sense that he didn’t end up butt-tackling 
anyone on his way down, and not-so-neatly in the sense that the 
resulting splash towered high enough to reach the ceiling, 
creating an indoor-tsunami. 


“Ooh... the water is nice and cozy warm-hmgpf!” 


Just as Dani got back from his brief dive, Reiram grabbed the 
boy by the neck and slammed his face against the surface of the 
water. 


“Just because we are the only ones here, doesn’t mean you ought 
to act like you are the only one here.” 


“Blblblblb... Sorry, Rei-Rei...” 


“We do have a proper eleven-year-old with us too, you know. 
You could at least try to act your age and...” 


“Look out below!” 


Another bomb from above landed next to the trio, creating a 
second miniature tidal wave. Izak surfaced a couple of seconds 
later at the other end of the pool. 


“That was sweet! But I guess you don’t exactly need me to tell 
you that. Ain’t that right, Dani?” 


“Awesome splash! A+, little dude! The extra plus is for not 
getting caught in the hands of Mr. Grumpypants over here- 
hmgpf!” 


Reiram slammed Dani’s face against the water once more. 
“Pm grumpy because you’re annoying!” 


“Whoa, easy on the slamming and dunking there, Reiram. You 
might end up giving Dani brain damage or something...” 


“Honestly, Zeriah, how much real damage could I possibly do?” 
“Now, now, boys, let’s all play nice.” 


Egon paced down into the bath by the shallow steps carved to 
the side of the pool. The man settled down while leaving just 
enough room between him and Reiram so that both of them 
could rest relaxed with their shoulders spread wide. 


“In addition to the rambunctious rascals, let’s not forget that 
we're also in the watching presence of a certain fiery-tempered 
lady knight. We don’t want to end up...” 


Beyond the main wall that split the men’s and women’s baths 
apart, a muffled voice resounded out with fire and temper. 


“Keep it down over there!! That goes double for you, Izak! Don’t 
make me come out there, you know I will!” 


“end up bringing the wrath of my dear lil robin upon us all. 
Let’s just relax and enjoy ourselves, okay?” 


Egon laid a short jabbing glance at his son. Izak dropped nose 
deep into the water while muttering out something along the 
lines of whatever. 


Repeated blows to the head from Reiram aside, Dani wouldn’t 
have changed a single thing from the moment he was living 
right then and there. Life in itself came with a lot of pleasant 
and awesome things, but rarely did they come together in such 
a succulent and heartwarming combination as with the passing 
days. 


This is truly the high life... got some food... got a nice roof... a 
warm and cozy pool... great friends... some occasional woes, 
sure... but also great friends helping out with said occasional 
woes... a big sister who ts safe and isn’t going anywhere... Yep, a 
guy couldn’t ask for more... 


The warm waters of the bath were soothing enough that Dani 
ended up dozing off amidst his relaxed pondering. Next thing 
he knew, he found himself leaning against something soft yet 
firm, something that kept wriggling underneath his cheek. 


“What the hell are you doing?!” 
“Hunh...?” 
Dani was drooping against Reiram’s shoulder. 


“Whoa! Sorry, Rei-Rei, didn’t mean to get all physical on you. 
You know how it is; a warm bath right after a meal... hehe...” 
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“Um... PI be moving away now.” 

“You do that.” 

“Hmm... Wait a minute... Wow, holy smokes!” 

“What the blazes! Hey!! Where do you think you’re touching!?” 


“Yo, Big-Z, feel these out! Now here’s something to set your 
goalposts on... Check out Rei-Rei’s abs! Man, how long did it take 
to build these babies up? I mean, these abs have their own abs, 
that’s the level we’re talking about!” 


“What?! Dude, Pm not interested in that?!” 


“Oh, believe me, I wouldn’t normally be either, but these are 
something else entirely. Jeez, you could grate cheese with 
these!” 


“Pm going to give you exactly two seconds to get your hands the 
hell away from me before I’ll break your spine...!” 


It took Dani only one second. 


“Okay, it’s all clear, it’s all cool... but really, Rei-Rei, those things 
are brutal... hmmm... something in your look tells me that I 
should be shutting the heck up...” 


“I did promise to break your spine, didn’t I?” 
“Point taken.” 


As everyone’s amused eyes centered on Reiram, the man was 
left squirming in place and rubbing his temple in annoyance. 


“Honestly, Dani... How is it possible that your sister is such a 
refined young woman, meanwhile youre just... well, you.” 


“Hmm... well, I know that big sis resembles dad way more than 
I do, so I guess I get my tendencies from my mom? If you wanna 
know for sure, you have to ask her.” 


If this had come from anyone else but Dani, one could be 
mistaken to think that he was being sarcastic. With Dani 
however, it was clear as day that he meant nothing more than 
what he’d said, there was no added malice. After all, each of his 
words were true. 


Reiram gave Dani an assessing look, punctuated with a grunt. 
“You have a lot hanging upon you.” 

“I guess So.” 

“Your sister has a great deal of faith in you.” 

“T know.” 


“You do realize that without you she’d have no one else to turn 
to?” 

“I am aware of that, yes.” 

“Then maybe you should consider at least trying to keep 


yourself alive instead of getting yourself caught up in all sorts 
of stupid shit all the time.” 


“T love it when you care, Rei-Rei.” 


“I do not care. It’s just annoying to watch idiots acting like 
idiots.” 


“Well, that’s one way to define caring. Listen, Rei-Rei, it’s all 
good. I know what I’m doing, I got my own style of handling 
things. And actually... I thank my big sis for that.” 


Dani leaned against the pool’s edging and turned his gaze 
towards the ceiling. The soft aroma from the flower petals 


scattered across the bath invited the boy for a trip down 
memory lane. 


“It’s kinda funny, these are the exact flowers that used to grow 
on the front yard of our house. Striped orchids, they produce a 
nectar that’s irresistible to the bees. Big sis says they were 
mom’s favorite...” 


Dani burst out with a small chortle. 


“Heh, I actually don’t remember anything about mom, I mean, 
I’ve seen pictures of her, but I don’t remember her. And though 
dad was around longer, it’s not like I have a firm image of what 
he was truly like either, it’s more like bits and pieces, flashes 
from my past... Big sis was the only constant in my life. I felt 
safe, it was like nothing bad could ever happen as long as sis 
was there. I remember her always telling me that I had a great 
smile, so I kept on smiling, even during all the rough times. She 
always seemed happy when I smiled.” 


Dani turned for Zeriah with a somber look. 
“You get what I’m talking about, right, Big-Z?” 
“Yeah, I know...” 


“Then... once sis got sick... I... uh... well, I didn’t exactly take it 
all that well... I was pissed, like royally pissed. I hated the world 
for taking everything away from me, one person at a time...” 


As unsavory memories flooded Dani’s mind, the disgusting 
flavor of them made him grit his teeth in revolt. 


“My memories of training to become an Adventurer, the trial, 
and me passing the trial... it’s all one rage-filled blur... I swore 
to keep big sis safe, but I did it with the taste of blood in my 
mouth... I lusted for revenge, even though there was no one to 


take vengeance upon, but it didn’t matter... I craved death, I 
wanted to destroy... I had become someone else, and I didn’t 
even realize it myself...” 


Amidst the bad-tasting memories, one that was eternally 
appetizing eventually pushed forth. 


“I was about to leave for my first proper mission and was saying 
goodbye to sis. I was still all peeved and grumping about. We got 
into an argument and I managed to make a perfect ass of myself, 
saying stuff like There’s no reason to smile and Everything gets 
eventually taken away, so why even try. Big sis ended up giving 
me the biggest lecture of my life, I tell ya, she can get pretty scary 
when she feels like it, even lying on her back. Do you think father 
or I ever gave up believing? and If you are to save me by becoming 
someone other than my smiling little brother, then I might as well 
die now!, that’s what she said to me. It really shook me. Seeing 
sis sad and angry because of me made me realize that Pd been 
all wrong. That’s when I decided to always be me, and not sweat 
too much about the future, no matter what!” 


Dani aimed a shared grin at both Zeriah and Reiram, offering 
them fists to bump each. 


“Pm not sure if I’ve ever said this proper but... You guys, all of 
you, make it really easy for me to keep believing, and to be 
myself, y know. Thanks for always having my back!” 


Zeriah tackled Dani’s knuckles with gusto. 
“Haha, anytime Dani!” 
“Thanks Big-Z! You’re a true bro!” 


Dani threw his arm around Zeriah’s neck and pulled him in for 
a loose hug. 


“Rei-Rei? You want in on this?” 


“T think I’ve already had my share of physical comradery for 
one night. Anyway, you’re welcome, or whatever. I just hope 
that permanent grin of yours isn’t going to get you killed 
someday.” 


“We never know, but until then, I’ll just take it easy and keep on 
grinning, hehe!” 

Izak splashed a jet of water across the pool while blowing out a 
dismissive snigger. 


“Bah, enough with the huggzy-feely crap! If I wanted to sit 
around listening to folks yap about their feelings, Pd go bathe at 
the girls’ side.” 


“Come, come, Izak, that’s not fair. You could try learning 
something from Dani’s story.” 


“Sorry dad, I was half asleep for the better part of it.” 
“Izak please... at least show some effort to act courteous.” 
Dani rubbed his neck awkwardly. 


“Hehe, it’s alright. I guess I babbled longer than I intended... I 
was already finished anyways.” 


Izak leaned over the pool’s edging in boredom. 


“Tch, at least there would be some entertainment on the girls’ 
side...” 


A soft laughter echoed through the room, swirling around the 
pool along a cloud of crystalline dust. The cloud settled close to 
Izak, with Freyja’s projection appearing from within. The lady 
astra lowered to rest on the edge of the pool and gave the boy 
next to her a flirty smirk. 


“What’s this I hear, craving for some womanly company, are 
we? I’m happy to provide.” 


Freyja sent a pronouncedly succulent flying kiss to Izak. The boy 
froze in place, while his face exploded bright red. After a 
moment of fidgeting and mumbling something incoherent, Izak 
dove under the surface. 


“Hmm... What’s the matter, boy? Weren’t you hoping for 
someone gorgeous to rest your eyes at?” 


Freyja remained in waiting till Izak eventually returned to the 
surface. 


“Well...?” 


“Wh-What the hell do you think you’re doing, lady?! Th-this is 
the men’s bath! Yo, Reiram, call your astral apparition the hell 
away from me!” 


Reiram threw a disinterested glare at the scene. 


“Sorry, Izak, it doesn’t work like that. And besides, it wouldn’t 
change a thing. Freyja goes where I go, and she’s been here the 
whole time.” 


“Th-The whole time...?” 
Freyja giggled ethereally. 


“Aww, there’s no need to be shy with me, Izak dear. Even with 
all the fetching gentlemen present, you’re quite the healthy 
young boy yourself...” 


“Graah!! Get away from me!” 


Izak coiled up to cover himself and pressed tightly against the 
wall of the pool, bright red as a boiled lobster. 


Freyja sent a playful look at the rest of the guys. Her winking 
smirk resonated with everyone, leaving them all with smiles of 
their own. 


“Thee-he-he, I hope you fellows don’t mind me as much.” 


Egon loosened his shoulders and rested his arms over the pool’s 
edge with poise. 

“Hahah, all fine by me! There’s no harm in adding a bit of 
beauty to one’s life.” 


Dani rose to stand in the bath and slammed his right foot against 
the pool’s edge with splashing bravado. 


“Right on!! A man should have nothing to hide! Come and feast 
your eyes one an’ all, for Dani Clement ain’t afraid to let his 
manly energy shine, hahaha!” 


Zeriah was forced to lean back to dodge Dani’s manly energy... 


“Dani, a bit of space would be nice! Your junk is hanging really 
close to my face!” 


Come late evening, a soft wind had gathered to brush through 
the streets of Sector #3. As Ejrica stepped outside the bakery and 
into the cool night air, even the subtle summer breeze felt 
intense against her skin. The hot bath from earlier had left her 
feeling newborn. 


Marlene was sitting in her wheelchair by the bakery’s door. 
“Oh, Ejrica, what’s up?” 

Ejrica handed Marlene a small paper pouch with an 
extravagant orange bow. 


“Here, Egon wanted you to have some treats to go.” 


“Aw, thank you! Everyone’s already been so nice to me — a bit 
more sweetness and I’m afraid Fl turn into a chocolate-lollipop 
myself, oh-ho-ho!” 


The wind caught Marlene’s hair to whip and float like a river of 
rich cocoa. The lone odd lock of green hair, similar to the one 
her brother had, kept twitching over her forehead. It was like it 
had a mind of its own, dancing and twirling apart from the rest. 


“Dani said he’ll be ready shortly.” 
“Hmm, I don’t mind waiting. After all, you’re here with me.” 
“Thank you.” 


Marlene let her gaze drift towards the skies, amongst the belt of 
stars above, her own smile shining just as bright. Ejrica joined 
the stargazing. An unknown time passed in silence while the 
two ladies basked under the soft touch of summer wind. 


A long sigh from Marlene broke the quiet. 


“I can’t wait to get off this chair and walk again on my own two 
feet.” 


“Are the doctors getting close to a cure?” 

“Nope, not yet, but I hear they are working on it.” 

“Pm glad you’re not losing hope. You’re strong, Marlene.” 
“There’s still far too much I want to do for me to give up.” 
“Something you want to do?” 


“T still have my Adventurer’s emblem, it’s waiting for me in the 
drawer of my nightstand, waiting for me to get up and walk. I 
dream I can one day go on an adventure with my lil bro and... 
all my new friends too.” 


“That sounds nice. I hope that day comes soon.” 


Marlene tried reaching for Ejrica’s hand, but she stood a tad too 
far. Ejrica took a step closer and offered her hand for the lady. 
Marlene’s grip was strong, the grip of an archer. 


“Would you consider doing me a favor, Ejrica?” 

“Of course, anything!” 

“Please, take care of Dani for me.” 

ST? 

“Sorry for being so blunt, it’s just that... Pve seen the way he 
looks at you. I can tell you mean a lot to him.” 


Ejrica’s heart hammered so hard she couldn’t fully hear her 
own thoughts. 


“Dani... means a lot to me too...” 


“I used to be so afraid for him. Every time he’d leave on a 
mission, I cursed myself for being like this. He’s everything I 
have left, I love him more than anything. When you guys came 
walking into my room with him today, my heart stopped for a 
moment, because I was so happy. I was so relieved to know he 
has people to depend on.” 


Marlene’s grip tightened around Ejrica’s hand. 


“You must have your own goals as an Adventurer, but I hope 
you'll still continue watching over my lil bro.” 


“I... I will! You can count on me. And once you regain your 
health, we’ll all go on an Adventure together.” 


“Ejrica... Thank you... Thank you so much.” 
Marlene pulled Ejrica close for a hug. 


“Marlene? Are you cold? You’re shaking.” 


“Oh-ho-ho, I’m fine, I’m just so happy.” 
Just then, the bell above the bakery’s door chimed out. 


“Hey, what’s this here? Well, if it ain’t both of my favorite ladies 
bundled up into a nice and cozy roll. What were you girls talking 
about just now?” 


“Oh, not much, just some girl-stuff, right Ejrica?” 


“Y—Yeah, that’s it... just two girls, talking about stuff... hence girl- 
stuff... quite self-explanatory... ehhehe...” 


“Works for me! Ready to go, sis?” 


“All done! Bye Ejrica, thanks for everything. Tell everyone that 
they are absolutely wonderful, and I hope to see you guys again 
real soon. Good luck for the trial, Pl be rooting for you.” 


“Thank you, it has been an honor.” 


Ejrica sent Dani and Marlene off with a bow. She remained at 
the bakery’s door and waved at the duo until they disappeared 
past the street corner. After everything that had happened that 
day, Ejrica felt like the dance of joy within her heart had 
intensified tenfold, but also, the sense of dread had grown along 
with it. 

-That was a bold promise, Ejrica. An oath like that shouldn’t be 
taken lightly. 


I know, Sakuya. It’s alright though, my aspirations won’t prevent 
me from fulfilling my promise. 

-I hope you know what you’re doing. 

All I need to do is grow stronger, and that’s exactly what we’re 


here to do. If I can just reach my goal, then I won’t only be able to 
protect Dani... PU be able to protect everyone...! 


VERSE #34: ADVENTURERS’ GATHERING 


Zeriah was slowly nudged awake from his snoozing as the bed 
grew gradually cooler. 


He had a hazy memory from earlier that morning - early 
enough that it could only barely be called morning - of Miste 
climbing out of the couple’s shared bed and saying she couldn’t 
sleep from excitement. Zeriah had replied with a nodding 
mumble and promptly lulled back to sleep himself. 


Zeriah crawled out of the bed, shivering and still half asleep, 
threw on his clothes, and marched to the hallway. 


While walking down the steps from the third floor of the 
former-hotel-now-turned-bakery, a tiny draft of humid wind 
brushed against Zeriah. On the second floor, at the end of the 
hallway, a door leading for a small balcony was left wide open. 
Samsara was standing by the balcony’s railing, enjoying a cup 
of tea. Something had caught the lady knight’s interest just 
below her perch; the slight curl on her lips spoke of approving 
zest. 


“Morning Samsara. What are you eyeing at?” 
“Good morning, Zeriah. See for yourself.” 


The view from the balcony opened down to a small garden 
behind the building. Surrounded by tulips growing in 
miscellaneous colors, Miste and Ejrica were busy with their 
martial arts training. 


After mastering most of Ejrica’s basic lessons back in Jotel, the 
Serestrian warrior had moved a great part of Miste’s training to 
focus on mock combat between the two. 


The current exchange of strikes was largely one sided; Miste 
was doing her hardest to land a single hit on Ejrica while she 
kept swaying away and blocking with little to no effort. After 
missing a punch and leaving herself badly exposed, Miste 
received a rude wake-up from Ejrica as the exotic lady’s foot 
drilled against the girl’s stomach. Miste was sent flying on her 
back, though she quickly climbed back on her feet. 


“Come on, Miste, I know you can do better than that! Let’s go 
again!” 


Miste’s answer was a fierce nodding grunt. She charged at Ejrica 
once more and the two continued their duel. 


Samsara’s pleased humming between her sips of tea mirrored 
Zeriah’s own feelings perfectly; Miste’s growth under Ejrica’s 
tutelage had been impressive, and she was still getting better 
each day. 


Spectating Miste’s hard work, and thinking about the warm 
feeling that it gave him, made Zeriah think how much Miste 
must have been enjoying watching him and Kai practice 
swordplay all those years ago. It certainly held an encouraging 
allure. 


“T guess training is the only thing keeping Miste composed while 
she waits. She’s been getting more jittery each day, I’m a bit 
worried that by the time we get to Hex Nova she won’t be able 
to control herself and will simply implode on the spot.” 


“Hmhmhm, and what about you, Zeriah? Aren’t you excited?” 
“Not so much excited as I’m nervous...” 
“You both will do fine. I have no doubts about it.” 


“Yeah...” 


Even with his own noticeable growth as a swordsman since 
starting his journey, there were still things pressing Zeriah’s 
mind before the approaching Adventurer trial. 


“Samsara... there’s something I wanted to talk to you about.” 
“Yes?” 


“There hasn’t been a good moment to say this, but... I really 
appreciate all that you’ve done to us, and I don’t just mean about 
letting us freeload in your home.” 


“You’re all very welcome. What’s this really about?” 


“T’ve been doing a lot of thinking. I wanted to apologize for how 
I acted back in Powderberg. I wasn’t ready for... well, pretty 
much anything really. You wanted to protect us, and yet I threw 
myself in harm’s way, and even though everything worked out 
for the best that time, I...” 


Samsara looked at Zeriah with her usual sternness. She was 
waiting calmly for Zeriah to say all that he had to say. 


“Pm sure that Kai would be disappointed in me if Pd gotten 
myself killed with my own stupidity... I guess what I’m trying to 
say is that I was wrong, and you were right. I’m sorry, Samsara.” 


The lady knight shook her head while chuckling softly. 
“All is forgiven. I can see you’ve grown quite a lot since then.” 


“I guess I have. To be honest, I was really scared to admit my 
shortcomings a while back. I felt like Pd be letting Miste down if 
I ever backed down from a fight. But now I see that all Miste 
wants is for us to be together forever, and to have a life filled 
with adventures. To make Miste’s dream into reality, I have to 
make sure that I’m there for her, safe and sound.” 


Samsara gave Zeriah a similar approving smile as when 
watching the two girls training in the garden. 


“I’m sure you won’t only be doing fine in the trial, but pass with 
flying colors.” 


“Thanks, Samsara. I just wish there was something I could do to 
pay back all the guidance and support I’ve been given.” 


“Well, as for me, if you really want to do something, there is one 
thing that would please me to no end...” 


“What is it? Pll do anything!” 


“Promise me you'll stay true to your pure spirit and don’t 
become like Reiram.” 


“I... uh... sure...? That was a joke, right?” 
“Take it as you wish.” 


Samsara threw Zeriah a crafty smirk before returning to 
savoring her tea. 


x OOK OK 


The time was nigh to satisfy all excitement, to swallow all doubt, 
and to push skills to their limit - even with the potent danger of 
a certain eccentric girl imploding from glee. The Adventurer 
trial would be held today! 


Miste, Zeriah, Ejrica, Dani and Reiram headed towards the 
headquarters of Hex Nova as a single unit. Seniors and newbies, 
teachers and students, all friends, soon to be eternally-bound 
comrades under one banner, an emblem that represented 
freedom and desire, a life of adventure, beyond any limits, with 
the word impossible to be erased from one’s vocabulary. 


The gang made their way from the Talmond residence and for 
the main street of Sector #3. Following the grand boulevard 
would see them straight at the Guild of Adventurers, which 
resided at the far end of the road. 


The mood among the group was filled with silent electricity the 
entire walk through. This static was broken by a triumphant 
shriek and a bubbling laugh of joy the moment Miste got the 
Guild’s headquarters in her sights — though gladly, she managed 
to not implode on the spot. 


The grand boulevard of Sector #3 led to an area of about a 
hectare in size, with sprawling paths slicing through large 
patches of carefully tended grass, dotted by beds of luscious 
flowers of nightly-violet and blazing-red and rows of trees with 
crowns cut in artful shapes. Middle of the striking garden, 
multiple paths converged at a large plaza, carefully crafted as 
hexagonal in shape. As a centerpiece to the area, there stood a 
grandiose fountain of abstract swirling shapes, like a 
humongous bonfire forged out of metal, casting several spouts 
of water towards the skies in place of smoke. 


Beyond the garden, standing on the very farthest edge of Sector 
#3, the headquarters of Hex Nova loomed as mighty and 
impressive as was fitting for the Guild of Adventurers. The 
building was comprised of three large pillars carved out of 
lustrous jade, climbing towards the heavens closely linked 
together. Each of the pillars were molded in the shape of 
hexagonal prisms, so that the building would form the image of 
the Guild’s tri-hex symbol from bird’s-eye view. 


Miste dashed ahead of her companions while shouting 
something incoherent with exploding glee. The rest of the group 
caught up to the girl after she stopped to admire the extravagant 
fountain in the middle of the garden. 


“Whoooooow... Whow! Whow! Whow! Whow! I... can’t... 
believe... we’re... actually... here!!” 


Miste was wiping something from her eye by the time Zeriah 
reached her and dropped his hand to rest on her shoulder. 


“Have faith in your eyes. We are truly here.” 
Miste cradled Zeriah’s hand inside her own. 
“Pm... so happy...” 


Suddenly, Miste spun around and grabbed Zeriah to twirl with 
her while she laughed the most sincerest of giggles. A blazing 


red beamed on Miste’s cheeks as she threw herself inside 
Zeriah’s embrace and squeezed him with all her might. 


“Miste...?” 
“Gaah! Happy doesn’t even come close to explain how I feel!” 
Miste kept hugging Zeriah with ever-increasing vigor. 


“Huggzy-squeezey!! Sorry Zeri, I just need to relieve my 
excitement, otherwise I feel like Pm going to break!” 


“Haha, it’s alright, bring out all the zeal you have, I can take it!” 


Reiram walked past the couple while shooting a snarky look at 
them from under the shade of his hat. 


“For crying out loud... It’s your first day at the Guild, you could 
at least try not to embarrass us all right away.” 


Dani gave the elder Adventurer a playful nudge on the shoulder. 


“Come on, Rei-Rei, who’s going to be embarrassed by whom? 
There’s no one here.” 


Truly, the front of the Guild was almost eerily quiet. There were 
only a few people strutting through the garden. The trio of 
newbies — Miste, Zeriah and Ejrica —- scanned around the serene 
garden, all equally surprised. 


“It is quite empty.” 

“Yeah, I was honestly expecting a bit more of a crowd.” 
“Maybe everyone is inside the building?” 

Reiram shook his head dismissively. 


“You three didn’t think that Adventurers simply loiter around 
the Guild all the time, now did you? There are scarce few 


members present at any given time. Most of us are out there 
somewhere on missions.” 


Miste kept gazing around in ponder. 


“Makes sense... but... shouldn’t there still be more people 
present today, y’know, other people who want to take the trial 
besides us?” 


“Mary-Ann wasn’t kidding when she said that the turnout hasn’t 
been all that great in recent years. I wouldn’t be surprised if you 
three were the only ones this year.” 


“Huh!? No way! Why would someone not want to be an 
Adventurer? It’s like the coolest thing ever!” 


“Honestly, Miste... I thought you of all people would 
understand. Being an Adventurer isn’t just fun and games. 
Many times it’s a thankless job, extremely dangerous and 
taxing. Not many people are willing to do the things we do.” 


“Hmm... I guess so...” 
Dani patted Miste on the back with encouragement. 


“Heheh, but Mystic-M here isn’t just anyone! With all that 
energy of hers, she’s clearly build for this. You should be proud 
of yourself, cos you'll soon be part of quite the special club.” 


“Thanks Dani, I’ll give it my very best!” 
Reiram cleared his throat in a calling manner. 


“Shall we then? The gathering for new candidates will be held 
inside.” 


The group headed towards the mighty building a bit further 
from the fountain plaza. 


Near the entrance of the building, a man was standing by the 
edge of the path, eyeing at a close-by tree. His hair swerved and 
spiked in thick patterns, like a crown of thorns resting atop his 
head. He leaned against a pair of mighty gardening scissors, 
imposing and sharp, resembling two broadswords slapped 
together. 


Dani called out to the man with a peppy holler. 
“Hey, Linden! How’s it going?” 


The man gave no answer, instead keeping his gaze firmly aimed 
at the tree and its decoratively cut crown. 


“Hellooo!? Everything alright?” 


The man snapped his neck and jabbed Dani with an irritated 
glare. 


“I can hear you, no need to shout.” 


He focused back on his gazing. After a prolonged moment, the 
man yanked his scissors out of the ground and dashed towards 
the tree. With a powerful leap, the man reached the topmost 
leaves of the tree. He gave the crown a couple of sharp snaps 
with his scissors before dropping back to ground. He walked 
back to his previous spot to gander at the tree once more. His 
sharp nod was peppered with slight smugness on his lips. 


“Absolutely perfect.” 
The man turned to face the group properly. 


“Good afternoon, Dani. And to you as well, Reiram. Honestly, 
you should know better than to bother an artist in the middle of 
creative process.” 


“Yeah, sorry... I tend to forget sometimes.” 


“Well, no matter, for no force on this planet can keep me from 
my duty. A living thing needs constant care so that it can look 
its best. Ah... it is a grueling task indeed, but the prize in the end 
is well worth it. Living art is something beyond compare, don’t 
you think?” 


Before anyone could answer, the man kept on speaking. 


“My, but what do we have here, haven’t seen you folks before. 
Fresh blood to the Guild, I presume.” 


The man walked to meet the group and dropped his mighty 
scissors to clink against the marble path. As he leaned against 
his instrument, the group could see the tri-hex symbol of Hex 
Nova gleaming on his chest underneath his open jacket. 


“Welcome all, Irm Linden Dawnthorn, Adventurer 
extraordinaire, and a great admirer of all things alive and 
beautiful in this world.” 


Dani took the honors of introducing his friends. 


“These guys have traveled far to ace the trial and join the cool- 
kids-club, hehe! Guys, Linden here may not look like it, but he’s 
quite the tough dude, and he takes his tree-business very, very 
seriously, so do yourselves a favor and don’t mess with his 
shrubs.” 


“I wasn’t asked to do what I do, but alas, the sight of a garden 
untended is simply crushing to my soul. And besides, there 
wouldn’t be anyone with better understanding of how to make 
this place breathe like it presently does.” 


A tinge of intimidating fire flashed across Linden’s face. 


“Heed Dani’s words indeed — do not mess with my shrubs.” 


Miste, Zeriah and Ejrica gave each other awkward looks. The 
trio eventually turned to Linden with a unified nod. A warm 
smile settled to beam on the man’s face. 


“Pm glad we understand each other, you certainly are a sharp 
bunch. I wish each of you the best of luck in the trial!” 


Just then, someone walked past the group from the direction of 
the building. The person was hidden underneath a heavy cloak. 
Curiously, each of their steps was accompanied by the distinct 
rattle of metal. The person bumped their shoulder into Dani, 
almost making the boy fall over, and kept on going 
nonchalantly. 


Dani called after the cloaked person cheerily, though noticeably 
less cheerily than with Linden. 


“Hi there, Gideon. In a hurry?” 


The person stopped and turned to face Dani with a lazy step. He 
removed his hood to reveal the face of a young man, likely in 
his early twenties. He wore the emblem of Hex Nova on a chain 
around his neck. 


“Work is never-ending; no matter how many beasts I slay, there 
is always more, so I don’t exactly know what I should consider 
ina hurry. Was there something you needed?” 


The man named Gideon didn’t smile, not really, the twitch on 
his lip was more akin to a condescending sneer. 


Dani kept with his own cheery grinning. 


“You’re as doom ‘n’ gloom as ever, I see. Come say hello, I’m sure 
you want to meet your soon-to-be colleagues.” 


Gideon laid a quick appraising look on the group of newbies. 


“Tch... I care little for people who’re willing to associate with a 
failed hunter like you, Dani. Get back to me once yov’re actually 
interested in ridding this world of the plague that’s suffocating 
it...” 


Gideon pulled his hood over his head and walked away, with 
the sound of rasping metal underneath his cloak accompanying 
his step. 


Dani bobbed a lazy shrug. 


“Bah... always the same. Don’t worry guys, that’s just how 
Gideon is, he doesn’t mean any harm to anyone.” 


Linden gave a mocking laugh. 


“Hah! If by anyone you mean any human, then youre right. That 
child has no respect for the purity of nature.” 


The dedicated gardener-Adventurer peered at Dani and Reiram 
for a brief moment, before giving the trio of newbies a sly look. 


“... You three have a great taste in company.” 


Linden threw his scissors to rest over his shoulder and turned 
to leave. 


“Well, I should get going as well, there’s much work to be done. 
Pm sure we’ll bump into each other from time to time. Take 
care.” 


Quite comically, Linden took only a dozen or so paces down the 
path before he stopped next to another tree and remained 
staring at it in silence. 


x OOK OK 


The entrance to Hex Nova’s headquarters stood atop a short 
staircase. A pair of wooden doors was left invitingly open, 


leading into a grand entrance hall. The room was shaped like a 
dome, with multiple supportive columns arching along the 
walls to converge at the peak of the ceiling. The entirety of the 
floor was covered by tiny pieces of mosaic, painting a bright- 
blue star-shaped flower to brighten the otherwise earthly color 
scheme. At the center of the blue flower, a circular section of the 
floor was covered with transparent glass; underneath the 
window resided an enormous face of a clock with hands 
resembling a pair of mighty halberds. Aside from the structures 
of muscular stone, and the enormous timepiece ticking away 
underneath one’s feet, there was not much else to see — only a 
hefty reception desk at the far end of the hall broke the utter 
emptiness. 


Yet, even within all the empty space, Miste found plenty to be 
impressed by. The girl kept pirouetting around while admiring 
the ruggedness of the hall, marveling at the clockwork below, 
all the while laying subdued glances at all the peculiar people 
pacing through the hall and towards the various corridors 
leading deeper into the building. 


“Everyone looks so determined and cool. Theyre all 
Adventurers, right?” 


“Right on the money, Mystic-M. The entrance hall is as far as 
normies are allowed to go. The rest of the building is all Hex 
Nova’s special facilities.” 


“Like what?” 


“Um... well, yknow, meeting rooms... training halls... a 
library...” 


“A library!! You guys have your own library?!” 


“Yeah, I think so. I mean, I’ve never visited it myself, but-” 


“Where?!” 
“I think it’s in the eastern wing, third floor—” 
“FII be back in a jiffy!” 


Zeriah caught Miste by the collar and yanked her to stay still like 
a dog on a chain. 


“T believe Dani said we aren’t allowed to go anywhere yet.” 
“Right... boo... hoo...” 


Miste remained staring at one of the corridors with painful 
yearning in her eyes. 


“So much knowledge... just sitting and waiting... Hex Nova’s 
very own library... there must be so much awesome stuff 
collected there...” 


“Be patient, Mystic-M! You'll get to browse the books soon 
enough.” 


Zeriah smirked teasingly. 


“I for one am just worried that once Miste gets her mitts on the 
tomes she’ll never want to leave again.” 


“That may be the case... hihihi...” 
“Uhm, Miste... you’re drooling, you know?” 
Reiram headed for the reception desk at the end of the hall. 


“Try to keep your pants on till you’ve cleared the trial, will you. 
Dani, you keep the country bumpkins and Ejrica entertained 
while I go report my mission as completed.” 


“Sure thing, Rei-Rei. Although it looks like no one’s at the desk 
at the moment. I wonder where Yvette is...” 


“Pm sure she’ll appear soon enough.” 


Reiram walked for the counter and remained there waiting in 
secluded silence, far enough from the rest of the group as to be 
considered a nonverbal insult. 


As Miste’s thirst for knowledge was currently blocked by 
regulations, she turned her interest towards something else. 


“Who’s Yvette?” 


“She’s the receptionist here at the Guild. She’s a licensed 
Adventurer like everyone else, but she doesn’t go out on 
missions or such, but rather works as an administrator, taking 
in requests from clients and all that stuff - a paper pusher, if 
you will.” 


“She sounds important.” 


“We all depend on her. She’s a nice gal, I think you guys will like 
her.” 


Miste’s gaze fluttered around the emptiness of the grand hall. 
Her attention was soon caught by a person sitting near the 
entrance. 


A tall and slender man, exceptionally tall even when sitting, 
with unusually sharp facial features, striking enough to be 
noticeable even from afar. He sat in tranquil silence, his gaze 
nailed to the floor in front of him, perfectly still. The man’s fluffy 
and flowing mane rested as a mighty tuft over his neck like the 
fur of a beast. 


“Do you know who that guy is, Dani?” 


“Hmm... can’t say that I do. Never seen him before.” 


“Then he might be another applicant like us... We should go say 
hi!” 


Before anyone could do any such thing, a gleeful holler echoed 
through the hall. 


“Daaa—aaa——niil!!!” 


From one of the corridors connecting to the entrance hall, a 
woman zoomed towards the group, particularly at Dani. 


At a glance, the young lady seemed like any other city folk of 
Magna Crux, with her short jacket and a pair of capri pants - a 
rather popular street look. After a more thorough eyeballing 
however, one could not escape the feeling of something being 
amiss. From the very top of her head, there were two noticeable 
tufts sticking out from her hair, like fluffy ears of a squirrel. 
Furthermore, the lady dragged behind her a large bundle of fur 
that bounced and wagged along her springy steps. The tail-like 
accessory curved upwards along her back - or at least one 
would assume it was an accessory...? 


The squirrel-lady jumped at Dani and stole the boy inside her 
embrace, grinding her fist against his head. 


“Hehehee! It’s been way too long, shrimp-nut! How have you 
been?” 


Dani had some difficulties answering, having his face buried by 
the buxom lady’s chest. 


“What’s that? Squirrel got your tongue? Aww, are you that 
happy to see me!?” 


Miste and Zeriah felt a cold shiver creeping down their spines 
as they got a look at the gaze-of-murder that suddenly flared in 
Ejrica’s eyes. The exotic lady rarely allowed feelings of anger to 


pulse on her face; it was scary to see her entire being cringing 
while her words hissed out between her teeth. 


“T believe Dani would have easier time responding if you would 
kindly cease shoving your chest against his face...” 


“Hmmm... is that right?” 


The squirrel-lady tilted her head while sticking her tongue out 
teasingly, setting off another surge of bloodlust to sizzle in 
Ejrica’s eyes. 


“Yes, that is very much right...” 
Ejrica swallowed the blunt of her hate valiantly. 


The squirrel-lady released her grip, leaving Dani to wheeze and 
cough for air. 


“Now, now, that’s enough of huffing and puffing, shrimp-nut. 
Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friends?” 


“Haah... haah... Guys... this is Mix...” 
“Hello!” 
“and these are... Misthe... Zheriah... and Ehjricha...” 


Miste stepped forth to save Dani from collapsing due to his lack 
of oxygen. 


“Hi, nice to meet you. Mix, was it? Pm Miste Gauntlett, this is 
Zeriah Walz, and—” 


“Ejrica Nekaro.” 


Miste nearly bit her tongue in half from surprise due to Ejrica’s 
snap. Ejrica kept shooting a dirty look at the squirrel-lady, who 
seemed unfazed by the glaring. 


“Cool! It’s always fun to see new faces around here. Sorry for 
assuming, but I don’t see any of you guys with an emblem yet...” 


Mix gave the symbol of Hex Nova on her belt a tap. 
“..so you must be here for the trial, right?” 

“Yes, that’s right.” 

“Sweet! Welcome aboard!” 


The squirrel-lady took a sudden step close to Miste and grabbed 
her right arm. She brought Miste’s gauntlet to better view, 
gazing the blue alaxdrite embedded in it. 


“Gaah!? What now!?” 


“Wow... That is an absolutely fetching piece... you rarely see 
gems this large... and with such perfect cut too...” 


The blue from the alaxdrite reflected as a demented gleam in 
Mix’s eyes. 

“You got yourself a handsome load of coin hanging on your 
wrist there, Miste. You must be filthy rich!” 


“Eh? No, no... that’s not... I didn’t pay for it...” 


“Someone gave it to you!? Hmm... perhaps it was that handsome 
partner of yours?” 


Mix sent a sly smirk at Zeriah. The squirrel-lady slipped away 
from Miste and closer to her new target. 


“Zeriah, right? Or should I say Mr. Walz... Hehehee... y know, 
there’s something quite irresistible about a man with thick 
pockets... if you catch my drift...” 


Mix twirled around Zeriah like a house cat begging for 
attention, swiping the boy’s face with her tail-like accessory as 
she did. 


“Sorry, but I...” 


Zeriah’s response was cut short as the fur tickling his nose made 
him sneeze. 


Once Zeriah caught Miste’s face in his sights, he noticed that her 
look had adopted the same murderous tint as on Ejrica. Both the 
girls kept beaming silent wrath at the promiscuous squirrel- 
lady. 


Mix responded to the voiceless hostility by giggling softly at her 
fellow ladies. 


“Baw... no need to get all frowny cos of me. I’m just joking!” 


Zeriah noticed tiny sparks of blue energy spiking around Miste’s 
gauntlet. The girl was barely keeping composed, the sound of 
her teeth grinding together was like a fork dragged along a 
plate. 


Miste dashed at Zeriah, coiled around his arm, and dragged him 
away from Mix. 


“M-Miste?” 
“I just... I feel safer if you stay close to me, Zeri...” 


The crafty grin on Mix’s lips told that she was quite enjoying 
riling up the girls. 

“Hehehee... silly me for imagining anything less... You two are 
absolutely adorable together.” 


Mix winked at the couple, in a way that was likely aimed more 
at Miste than Zeriah. Zeriah felt Miste relaxing her grip slightly. 


The squirrel-lady caught her tail-like accessory and gave it a 
firm hug while swooning in place. 


“Remember to take good care of him, Miste. A handsome catch 
like that doesn’t come by often, y’know.” 


“Pm aware, thanks...” 


As Mix released her tail, the bundle of fur bounced back to point 
upwards all fluffy-like. The two ear-like tufts on top of her head 
gave a gentle twitch as the lady sent a genuine smile to the 
couple. 


Something about Mix’s tail-esque and ear-like elements seemed 
to be strangely authentic. 


“Um... Mix?” 

“Yeah?” 

“Your tail... is that real?” 

“Why, of course it is, silly. Here, wanna feel it?” 

Mix brought her fluffy behind closer to Zeriah and Miste. 
“No, that’s okay...” 

“Come on, touch it! I know you wanna!” 


The squirrel-lady’s tail wiggled in front of the two with 
anticipating zeal. 


“Don’t be shy...” 

Zeriah and Miste gave the tail a soft pet each. 
“See? I ain’t fooling you!” 

“But... how?” 


“Or why?” 


“Hehehee... well, a girl can have her secrets, right?” 

Mix twirled around and caught Miste and Zeriah by hand. 
“Tm glad we’re friends!” 

The squirrel-lady leaned in to whisper to Miste. 


“Say... Zeriah wouldn’t happen to have a handsome, and 
handsomely rich, brother or such, now would he?” 


“Nope.” 


Zeriah was close to burst out laughing from Miste’s snappy 
response. A little white lie was acceptable at the time. Friends 
or not, Miste clearly didn’t seem too keen on the idea of her and 
Mix ending up as sisters-in-law through Zeriah and Kai. 


“Hmm... bummer. Oh well, like I said, catches like that don’t 
come by often.” 


Mix turned her attention towards Ejrica, who was still seething 
with silent fury. 


“What’s with the pouty frown?” 


Mix strutted up to the exotic lady while meeting her glare with 
a warm grin. 


“Come, come, were soon to be colleagues, right? There 
shouldn’t be any bad blood between guild-members, right?” 


“What exactly is your relation to Dani?” 
Ejrica threw her query with iron in her voice. 
“Between me and Dani? Hmm...” 


An absolutely devilish grin rose to Mix’s lips. The squirrel-lady 
rushed at Dani, who had just managed to pull himself together 
after her last assault. 


“Please... no more...” 


Mix crushed Dani with a hug, and coiled her tail tightly around 
the boy. 


“Dani and I... we are... lovers!” 


A hollow thump resounded from deep within Ejrica, like 
someone had set off a stick of dynamite beneath her chest. Her 
eyes sharpened, melding together with the tattoos around them, 
forming two deadly sabers across her face. The exotic lady 
shifted her foot along the floor in preparation to dash — whether 
at the alleged couple, or to escape, that was uncertain. 


Mix burst into howling laughter. 


“Hahaha... You... hahaha... you should see the look on your 
face... hahaha...” 


The squirrel-lady released her grip on Dani and the boy went 
slumping down on the floor. One would feel bad for Dani, were 
they not busy feeling sorry for poor Ejrica taken over by 
confusion. 


“Relax! Haha... I know Dani’s sister, Marlene. We had our trials 
together. There’s nothing between me and the shrimp-nut, so 
stop worrying, okay?” 


Mix helped Dani to stand, all the while beaming a cool smirk at 
Ejrica. 

“So, shrimp-nut, how’s Marlene these days?” 

“Uh... still the same as ever, y’know... with the legs an’ all...” 
“But her condition is still stable, right?” 

“Uh-huh, no worries.” 


“Beyond excellent!” 


Mix gave Dani an encouraging pat on the shoulder while 
smiling with warmth. An ever-cool smirk slipped in between 
her smiling and got thrown Ejrica’s way. 


Watching the exchange from the sidelines, Zeriah and Miste 
couldn’t help but feel bad for Ejrica. Mix was doing everything 
in her power to piss Ejrica off. 


“So, desert princess, what’s your story?” 
“Excuse me?” 
“Are you like Dani’s girlfriend or something?” 


“I am! Well, I mean... I am his friend, and I certainly am a girl, 
but” 


“Yeah, okay, you can stop right there. I think I get the picture.” 


Mix walked up to Ejrica and dropped one of her patented crafty 
smirks on the exotic lady. 


“Word of advice; try smiling a bit more.” 
“What?!” 


“You will catch a lot more bees with honey than with vinegar, 
y know.” 


“What are you saying...” 


“Between us girls — guys tend to respond much more strongly to 
gals who know how to smile.” 


Mix’s hands crept towards Ejrica’s cheeks. 
“Now, let’s turn that frown upside down!” 


Ejrica swatted Mix’s hands aside. The irritation in Ejrica’s voice 
bubbled dangerously close to boiling over. 


“I would much prefer if you’d refrain from touching me!” 


“You know what you look like right now? Tell ya what, PI show 
you what you look like!” 


As unbelievable as it was, Mix did just that. 


In a flash shorter than an eyeblink, a wave of colors splashed 
across Mix’s body, starting from the tip of her toes and washing 
up to the top of her squirrel-ears. As the swirl of rainbow-colors 
settled, Mix had disappeared, and in her place stood Ejrica, or 
rather a perfect copy of her. 


Amidst the sudden gasps in disbelief, none were more startled 
than Ejrica; the woman in front of her was truly like a mirror 
image. Before the gasping could turn into any coherent 
comments, Mix, now disguised as a copy of Ejrica, spoke out. 


“See?! You’re being all frowny and scary. It’s a shame, because 
you’re a true beauty. You should let that face of yours look its 
nicest.” 


Zeriah felt a heavy nudge beneath his chest, as the ability Mix 
had showcased reminded him eerily of the group’s encounter 
with Miranda and Viekas a while back. Though unlike then, it 
was immediately apparent that Mix’s ability wasn’t mere 
illusion or hypnosis, the effect was too lifelike, and even her 
voice matched Ejrica’s delivery beat by beat. Suddenly, the 
squirrel-lady’s tail and ears made a whole lot of sense. 


Mix held the ability to shapeshift. 
Ejrica’s words snapped and crackled like twigs in a bonfire. 
“Stop this farce right now!” 


“Come on now, can’t you take a joke...” 


“Enough!!” 


Ejrica’s right leg exploded from the floor and towards the fake 
image of her. The kick was intercepted by Mix’s arm snapping 
in the way. At the same instant, the splash of colors washed 
away the masquerade to reveal Mix’s true form, tail and ears 
and all. 


An upset wince formed across Ejrica’s face, met by Mix’s 
confident smirk. 


“Sorry to disappoint you, desert princess, but I’m stronger than 
I look.” 


Ejrica retracted her leg and dropped into a firm stance. She was 
about to say something when Miste suddenly reached out to her 
with a yelp. 


“Ejrica!” 


The exotic lady and the girl locked gazes. For a brief moment, a 
wordless conversation was held between their looks, with a 
meaning only the two could interpret. 


Ejrica softened her expression and turned to Mix with a quick 
nodding bow. 


“T apologize, that was uncalled of me.” 


Mix seemed suddenly baffled. She gave her arm a quick shake 
to ease the numbness - after all, she did just take the full blunt 
of Ejrica’s kick. 


“It’s alright. Yeeouuch... You got a hefty load of gunpowder in 
those legs, y'know.” 


“T have been called a badass in the past.” 


A short yet genuine laugh broke from Mix’s lips. 


“Heh, well, whoever said that wasn’t exaggerating. You an 
Astral Bearer too?” 


“Indeed I am, though I’m sorry to disappoint you, but that kick 
was all me.” 


“Nice. You are one tough cookie.” 


Suddenly, a tiny bundle of fur with eyes like jet-black buttons 
climbed out from within Mix’s jacket. The squirrel-like creature 
settled to stand on Mix’s shoulder, its voice chirpy and full of 
snark. 


“You should really learn to choose your battles, Mix. The desert 
princess would’ve royally whooped your ass, y know.” 


Mix gave her arm an embarrassed rub. 

“Yeah, I figured as much.” 

She turned to address everyone along her squirrel-like partner. 
“This here is Roto, he’s my partner astra.” 

“Hi, glad to meetcha all!” 

Ejrica coughed out a dry chuckle. 

“I see there’s a certain theme going on between you two.” 

“Oh, you noticed? Well ain’t you a sharp one.” 


The air between Ejrica and Mix was filled with lukewarm 
glaring. 

Sakuya appeared from behind Ejrica to droop over her 
shoulder. 


“I say you should have just gone all-out and sent that bitch flying 
against the wall!” 


“S—Sakuya!!” 

Even with Sakuya’s harsh words, Mix broke into heartfelt 
giggling. 

“Oh man... I guess I was truly outmatched right from the start... 
nicely played... hehehee!” 


Roto laid down on Mix’s shoulder to mimic Sakuya. 

“You are one funny looking astra, lil missy.” 

“You are one to talk, rodent.” 

“Your Bearer seems like a sturdy lady.” 

“And your partner seems like she knows how to have fun.” 


“I know... all day long... it’s all about money, jewels ’n’ gold... 
and checking out loaded lads... bonus points if they are cute... 
and stuff... it’s a tough life.” 


“Oh yeah? With me it’s a constant string of Blah, blah, I can’t 
have any fun, so what if I have friends, all I concern myself with 
is building my muscles... and stuff... it’s soooo booooring.” 


A unified sigh resounded from the two astra. 

“Sounds nice...” 

Ejrica gave Sakuya a dirty look. 

“What are you doing?” 

“Making a friend.” 

“I would really appreciate if you wouldn’t.” 

Sakuya threw her arm to point at Ejrica while grinning jokily. 


“See!? This is what I deal with every day! Run Roto! Run and be 
free!” 


“You heard the lil missy, I think it’s time for us to get going, Mix.” 


Contrary to the lukewarm air between their Bearers, Sakuya 
and Roto immediately found a common note. 


Mix twirled around while giving the entire hall a big wave in 
goodbye. 


“I really should make my leave. Adventurer’s life is hard work; 
money doesn’t make itself!” 


She threw a winking grin at Dani... 
“It was really nice to see you in one piece, shrimp-nut.” 
...And laid a softer smile on Zeriah and Miste. 


“Good luck in the trial, Pm sure we’ll be seeing each other 
around.” 


Surprisingly, Mix turned to peer at the far end of the hall, where 
Reiram was still standing alone by the empty reception desk. 


“Hey! Reiram! Ill be leaving now! Next time if you want to come 
and say hello, don’t be shy to do so!” 


The elder Adventurer responded to the squirrel-lady with a 
deadpan glare. 


Mix took off with a bouncy strut, her fluffy tail waving one last 
goodbye in her wake. As she passed by Ejrica, she whispered 
something to the exotic lady, so discreetly that it was impossible 
for anyone else to make out. 


Just as Mix was about to walk through the front door, Dani 
called out to her. 


“Before you go, Mix, would you mind returning my wallet?” 


“Ah! Hehe... you noticed?” 


Mix brought out a tiny pouch from within her jacket and 
chucked it at Dani. The boy caught the pouch with an iron grip. 


“It was more like an educated guess, really. You pull that same 
stunt every time.” 


“Yup, that I do, hehe! Well, Pm off now!” 

“And the other one.” 

“| 1? 

With a disappointed sigh, Mix brought out another heftier 
pouch and threw it at Dani. 


“Aren’t we being all perceptive today! I guess I still need to hone 
my acta bit more... Thanks, shrimp-nut, this was great practice. 
See ya!” 


Adding a bit of rush to her strut, the peculiar lady Adventurer 
exited the building. Roto kept waving goodbye to the group 
while riding on the shoulder of his Bearer. 


Dani handed the thicker wallet to Zeriah. 
“T believe this belongs to you, Big-Z.” 
“What the...? When did she...?” 


“Yeah, Mix is a handful alright, you guys better watch your 
pockets around her.” 


Miste walked up to Ejrica. 
“Are you alright?” 


“Yes, I’m fine. Thank you, Miste. ’m ashamed to admit it, but I 
came close to losing myself for a moment.” 


“What did Mix say to you before going?” 


“Ah, it was nothing, don’t worry about it.” 

“Okay...? If you say so...” 

Dani tried inching closer to Ejrica. 

“Don’t let Mix get to you, she just likes to cause a bit of chaos...” 


The fierce scowl that Ejrica shot towards Dani told him to keep 
his distance and not talk to her right now. As Dani’s spirit, and 
face, drooped towards the floor, Zeriah gave him a comforting 
pat on the back. 


Honestly, I can’t blame Ejrica, I think I know exactly how she’s 
feeling. Though I never imagined her to be the jealous type. Guess 
a master martial artist is just a human too... 


A voice echoed from a corridor right beside the empty reception 
desk. Whoever was rushing towards the grand hall was 
seriously out of breath, it sounded like they were ready to 
collapse at any moment. 


Eventually, the person wobbling out of the corridor while 
leaning against the wall was revealed to be a young lady, 
wearing a grand orange bell-dress and a pointy hat that was just 
as grand. 


“Sorry... Pm late... sorry... sorry...” 


As the lady stopped to catch her breath, the pair of glasses 
hanging on the tip of her nose slipped off. She caught her specks, 
but in exchange managed to drop the hefty stack of papers she 
was carrying. The documents went thumping on the floor and 
scattered everywhere. 


“Aah! No, no, no—oouh... *sniffle* why now...” 


Reiram arrived to help the lady gather her papers. 


“Th-Thank you, Reiram... Pm such a klutz...” 
“There, there, Yvette, no need for waterworks.” 
“R-Right.” 


The two were done in no time. The lady in orange dress placed 
the papers on the reception desk and leaned against the station 
to catch her breath once more. 


“Haah... so much to do... Pm sorry you had to wait, Reiram...” 


The elder Adventurer responded to the lady with a vaguely 
comforting mutter. He waved for the rest of the group to join 
him at the counter. 


By looks alone, Yvette, the designated receptionist at Hex Nova, 
was an inviting personality. Her plump and freckled cheeks 
gained an adorable pair of dimples as she greeted the arriving 
group with a smile. With her orange dress adding a grand 
volume to her shapes, the lady held the appearance of a 
pumpkin - a cute pumpkin, mind you. 


“Welcome, welcome! Hello Dani. I trust your mission was a 
success?” 


“Yes, another happy customer made even happier by a job well 
done!” 


Miste and Zeriah gave each other a sly look. Dani’s last client, 
Damien Marenque, the Mayor of Llyra, was a man who couldn’t 
exactly be called happy in any sense of the word. 


“That’s great, Dani! Are you here for another job? There are 
plenty of new requests that I think would be right up your 
alley.” 


“Nah, just reporting back. I’m planning on chilling for a while, 
y know, and focus on cheering the fresh batch of Adventurers 
through their trial.” 


“Aww, how nice of you! Just let me know the moment you feel 
like taking another mission.” 


“Sure thing, Yvette!” 


With so many people gathered around her desk, the lady 
receptionist had hard time deciding which way to look. She 
spent a moment giving everyone subdued nods and shy smiles. 


Eventually, Yvette’s gaze settled on Reiram. 
“I guess I shouldn’t hold worry for you either, Reiram?” 
“My mission was a success as well, yes.” 


“Thank goodness! To tell you the truth, I was a bit nervous. That 
hoodlum you went chasing up north sounded like a dangerous 
one. But I guess nothing is too challenging for you.” 


“I haven’t contacted the request giver yet — could you pass on 
the message that the deed has been done?” 


“Of course, just leave it to me.” 
Dani jumped to sit on the edge of Yvette’s desk. 


“I was meaning to ask about that, who was it that requested for 
you to chase that hooded guy anyway? Who would want to stick 
their paws into business usually handled by the Knights?” 


Yvette pulled out a lengthy filing cabinet from under her desk 
and browsed through the folders within. 


“Let’s see. I believe it was...” 


“Yvette! I believe my client wanted to remain anonymous.” 


“Ah! R-Right, Pm sorry, Reiram. And I’m sorry, Dani, but I can’t 
disclose that information.” 


“Hmm? Well, I guess it doesn’t really matter.” 


Yvette spent a moment organizing her workstation. Afterwards, 
she took a notepad and walked at the front of the desk. 


“Now then, if I’m not entirely off the mark, you three have come 
to attend the Adventurer trial, right?” 


Miste was the first of the newbies to bounce forth with an 
introduction. 


“You can bet that cute dress of yours we have! I’m Miste 
Gauntlett, it’s a real honor to be here!” 


“Cute? This old thing...? I mean... it is a real honor to have you 
here... or rather... uh... I don’t mean to assume... You seem like 
an honorable person... no... wait... I... uh... what I’m trying to 
say is welcome, Miss Gauntlett.” 


“Let’s drop the Miss right away. Plain Miste is enough.” 


“Of course, if you so wish. I’m Yvette Cember, but everyone at 
the Guild just calls me Yvette. You can do that as well.” 


“Awesome, Pll do that, Yvette!” 


Miste’s enthusiasm flared on her face unabashedly as ever. A 
part of her energy got caught on Yvette as well, the lady’s cheeks 
flashed with gleeful red as she curtsied at Miste. 


“Oh... ah... and... the rest of you are also free to call me just 
Yvette, if you’d like.” 


Zeriah peppered his introduction with a nonchalant nod. 


“Pm Zeriah Walz. It’s a pleasure, Yvette.” 


Keeping with her usual courteous demeanor, Ejrica bowed deep 
at the receptionist. 


“Thank you for giving us the opportunity to prove ourselves. I 
hope we come to meet your guild’s expectations. I’m Ejrica 
Nekaro.” 


“My, you’re making me sound so important. Please don’t mind 
me all that much, I’m just here to humbly assist you all. Anyway, 
welcome one and all.” 


Yvette looked at the enormous clock embedded to the floor of 
the grand hall. It was close to midday. 


“We should get started soon...” 


She scanned through the mostly empty hall. A nudge of 
disappointment tugged at her lips. 


“Hmm... another dry year...” 


The silent man with the mane of a beast who was still loitering 
near the entrance caught Yvette’s attention. 


“Oh, excuse me, sir? Are you here to attend the trial?” 


The man got on his feet and walked for the reception desk. He 
spoke only after he’d reached the group gathered around the 
desk. 


“Yes, little one, Ihave come here to prove my strength.” 


Only when looking at him up close did the man’s sheer towering 
height come truly apparent. He was almost a head taller than 
Reiram. Coupled with his thick mane and unusual golden eyes, 
his presence came together as less human and more like... 
something else. 


He flashed a wide yet thin grin. 


“You may call me Namek.” 


Yvette fixed her glasses up her nose as she peered up at the 
towering man. 


“Do you have a family name?” 
There was a noticeable pause before Namek’s answer. 
“Lucani.” 


The subtle growl in Namek’s voice gave Zeriah the strangest 
sensation of nostalgia. The man’s resemblance to a beast was 
uncanny; he was like an aurora wolf. 


Furthering this allegory’s fittingness, Namek began feeling the 
air around him with rapid whiffs. His nose led him a step closer 
to Reiram. The elder Adventurer fixed his posture and threw a 
hostile glare at Namek as he kept tasting the air around him. 


“Can I help you with something?” 
“... You have the scent of a thousand battles hovering over you.” 
“Tch, that few, huh?” 


Namek retracted his nose, smiling at Reiram with a thin flash of 
teeth. 


“You must be strong...” 


A low rumble, the snarl of a hungry canine, resounded from 
within Namek as his grin intensified. 


“but all in due time.” 


Namek turned around abruptly to address Yvette. The poor 
receptionist was near to fall over from surprise. 


“So, little one, we were about to start the trial, weren’t we?” 


“Ah! Y-Yes, that’s right. I don’t believe more people will be 
showing up...” 


“Now, don’t go starting the party without us, Yvette!!” 
The voice cutting Yvette short came from the entrance. 


A duo of people marched through the grand hall with 
synchronized step. The taller of the two, a man in his mid- 
twenties, waved at the group gathered at the reception desk. 


“Apologies for the hold up, but the best things in life are worth 
a bit of waiting, ain’t they?” 


The sharp smirk decorating the man’s face told he wasn’t really 
looking for an answer. His smile was the only thing in his 
appearance that could be called sharp; his simple jacket and 
trousers were worn, his hair was a mess, and for some 
unfathomable reason he had decided to forego wearing a shirt 
underneath his jacket. Admittedly though, he had a body worth 
showing off. In place of his missing shirt, the man had added a 
peculiar touch to his attire; he carried a long iron chain bundled 
around his right arm and coiled across his chest. The emblem of 
Hex Nova was attached to hang from his wrist. 


The person sharing the man’s stride was a woman about equal 
to his age. Contrary to her companion, her expression was 
determined and serious. Further mismatching the pair was the 
woman’s outfit; a long jacket of silvery hue and a jet-black shirt 
with a matching cravat. Combined with her silky dusk-colored 
hair neatly tied on the right side of her head, her appearance 
was all around more elegant of the two. 


The man with a sharp grin walked right up to Yvette, while his 
lady companion stayed further back. 


“How the hell have you been, Yvette? All good?” 


“I... Pm fine. Thank you for asking, Fatal. I haven’t seen you in 
some time, I was beginning to think that something had 
happened?” 


“Oh, nothing to worry your pretty little head over. Things got a 
little dicey after the last gig, so I’ve been laying low for a while. 
Y'know, dodging the red-coated pricks.” 


“I see... well, it’s good to see you back with us.” 
“Hahaa, it is indeed spectacular to be back!” 


The permanent self-satisfied smirk on Fatal’s face deepened 
ever still. 


“I knew you’d miss me, Yvette. And since I’m such a nice guy, I 
brought a special treat with me today.” 


“What do you mean?” 
Fatal waved for his lady companion to come closer. 


“Vivian here is something else entirely. Whatever you may 
throw at her in the trial, she’ll crush it!” 


The woman in silvery jacket nodded subtly. 

“Pm Vivian Solclipse. ’ve come to attend the Adventurer trial.” 
“Welcome, Miss Solclipse... Ah, or would you prefer Vivian?” 
“Tsk, call me whatever you will.” 

“I... I see...” 


Yvette dropped her gaze to the floor in a fit of flusterment. She 
adjusted her glasses while turning to lead the way towards a 
corridor behind the reception desk. 


“If all the applicants could just follow me this way please...” 


“Reiram! You old bootlicker! What is happening with you these 
days!” 


Fatal took a pronounced step towards Reiram, gathering the 
limelight of the room in the process. 


“Still the same lapdog of the law as I remember? Oh, but of 
course you are, old habits die hard, am I right?” 


“And I see that you are the same hedonistic punk as always.” 
“Hahaah, look out - this dog bites!” 


Reiram’s expression did not waver from his usual deadpan 
state, no matter how much Fatal kept dropping his smug smirk 
on him. 


“How about we continue from where we left off last time...?” 


“You mean with my boot stamped on your face? No thanks, I’ve 
had my fill of your company to last me several lifetimes.” 


“Funny you should phrase it like that, you know all about 
several lifetimes, after all. It’s a shame we can’t all walk this 
planet just as free and self-righteous as you, Reiram.” 


Fatal kept pushing closer to Reiram, though making sure not to 
touch him. He extended his arms wide, like inviting the elder 
Adventurer to take a shot at him. 


“I ain’t the same as you remember. Try me! Come on, don’t be 
shy... One for old times’ sake!” 


“Not interested.” 


“So, you have softened after all... what a bummer.” 


Nervous anticipation filled the air as everyone watched the two 
colleagues holding their hostile banter. 


Feeling the sting of a dozen eyes at the back of his neck, Fatal 
pulled away from Reiram and threw his cruel smirk to embrace 
the rest of the group. 


“But would you look at my manners, lost and forgotten like a 
tear dropping into a puddle. The name’s Fatal Ironstroke. 
Haven’t seen you guys here before, so you must all be newbies. 
I guess I’ll be a senior to you - that is of course if you pass the 
trial.” 


Fatal thumped his right fist against his left palm, making the 
chains around his arm crackle and jingle. 


“Word of advice; if you don’t want to end up as lame and shitty 
as this grandpa next to me, try to stay clear of him. And better 
yet, should you ever have the chance to get in my way, stay the 
hell away. Sound good? Great! I feel like all of us are really 
connecting already!” 


Zeriah dropped his hand over Miste’s shoulder to stop her from 
moving. She turned to gaze at Zeriah in surprise. Zeriah knew 
Miste better than anyone, he knew that she would have a 
mountain of things to say. A calming look between the two 
settled their opinion as unified; running their mouths against 
Fatal would accomplish nothing, he wasn’t worth the trouble. 


A brief silence fell as everyone else seemed to share the couple’s 
sentiment. 


Fatal turned for Vivian and caught her softly behind the neck. 
“Kick some ass out there, Viv.” 


Vivian’s lips twitched into a soft smile. 


“Huh? No last minute tips or tricks from the senior?” 
“How’s this for a trick...” 


Fatal brought Vivian close for a kiss. The two kept their moment 
brief, with Vivian giving Fatal a soft brush on the cheek as they 
pulled apart. Fatal’s smirk softened into an earnest smile. 


“We'll do the rest later... Don’t keep me waiting too long!” 
“Have I ever?” 

Their smiles resonated with a rippling laugh. 

“Pll leave Vivian in your care, Yvette. You girls play nice.” 
“I... uh... yes, leave it to me.” 

Fatal left with a lazy handwave, and was soon gone. 


Yvette gathered everyone’s attention with a peppy clap of 
hands. 


“Now then, I believe everyone who will appear has appeared, 
so we should be ready to roll!” 


The receptionist curtsied with an energetic pirouette. She gave 
the angle of her glasses a quick fix while beaming a gentle smile 
to everyone. 


“On behalf of Hex Nova, the Guild of Adventurers, I, Yvette 
Cember, welcome each of you to this year’s Adventurer trial! 
Thank you all for grasping the courage to attend. I 
wholeheartedly believe in each of your abilities to emerge 
victorious. Miste Gauntlett, Zeriah Walz, Ejrica Nekaro, Namek 
Lucani, Vivian Solclipse. Let’s make you all into Adventurers!!” 


